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Prologue 


Author's Notes: 
| won\'t apologise for what | do..but you\il never look at kittens the same way again. This is for londonbelow and 
madandy. 


The creature watched silently from the side of the road. The empty bone sockets had once been covered in 
skin and held wide, plump eyes, but the flesh had been stretched too tight from age and hunger, eventually 
fading and baring the skeleton to the harsh elements. The ivory was pitted and scratched from the prolonged 
exposure, making the creature seem ancient despite the youth suggested by it's size, and the sharpness of it's 
teeth. Two sets of claws, equally sharp, dug into the dirt beside the asphalt and the horrid animal, stripped of 
life and vitality, nodded. 


"Are you sure?" asked its companion, scratching behind one long ear with the knarled handle of an ebony 


walking stick The skeletal form nodded, an apparent lack of vocal chords doing nothing to hinder a smug purr. 


"That's them." 


Its voice was raspy, bones as rough as sandpaper slowly grinding out each word, ending with a jolting ‘click 


"You are sure." the other figure, taller and considerably more fleshy, repeated. He scratched his ear again; 
they twitched so terribly whenever he left home. There was so much else to do.. 


"Rabbit." Eyes that weren't there swiveled in barren sockets, exposed vertebrate clacking as the creature 


turned its tiny head, and offered another sickly grin of sharp, rotting teeth. 


‘lm hungry, and | will take your stomach as my own, filling it with your long, tasty legs until | am satisfied, if 


you ask me that again. I've never been wrong before, and I'm certainly not wrong now.’ 


It shuddered, sun-bleached bones suddenly darkening under the cover of the squat bushes the observers hid 
themselves under. The Rabbit, reluctant companion to the vile skeleton, whined softly in the back of his throat 


and swallowed against the morning's half-digested breakfast as he watched the transformation. 


"Just being certain. | know you like to have your fun l'm just here to make sure none of your fellowmen get 


hurt in the process." 


The thing laughed, allowing a small twitch of discomfort as soft, grey fur stabbed upwards through the bore, 
thick and shiny enough to give the illusion of skin beneath. The creature hated the fur enough, it wasn't even 
going to consider skin No..sleek fur, big eyes, tiny paws and a botte-brush tail would be enough for this group 
of fools. 


‘Calm down. I'll only keep them until | grow bored The rest of you can have what's left" 


Painting on the Wall 


Author's Notes: 
| won\'t apologise for what | do..but you\il never look at kittens the same way again. This is for londonbelow and 
madandy. 


"Where is he?" Felix threw his hands up in the air, tossing himself into his seat and staring out of the window. 
Jens shrugged, glancing out of the back of the bus. 


"| don't know. You know what he's like..." 
He trailed off, not needing to repeat the often uttered words. They all knew exactly what Tobi was like. 


This time, it had been a small road-side store that had caught his attention, with painted signs boasting hand- 
made toys and games. He had sprung forward out of his seat, rapping the driver on the back of the head and 
calling the entire convoy to a halt. Again 


It happened every other day when they were on the road. Tobi would squeal with delight and leap out onto the 
side of the road, money and camera in hand. At first, the others welcomed the break in the monotony of 
touring. Eggi and Dirk would stretch their legs, walking around and tapping on the windows of the other cars 
and trucks. Felix usually lounged on the bench seat at the back of their van, book in hand, while Jens would 
either sigh and follow Tobi, or mill around outside and wait for him while grasping a cigarette in his fingers. 


Their good humor over the frequent stopping didn't last very long. 


Soon enough, they stayed in their seats with arms folded and mouths set firmly in frustrated scowls. Eggi, 
ever the peacemaker, tried to make light of the situation by comparing Tobi to a magpie, but like their 
tolerance, the joke soon wore thin. It was only Tobi's habit of bringing them all gifts from his latest adventure 
that kept Felix and their tour manager from tying him to the front of the bus as some sort of makeshift 


cow-catcher. 
He should have been so lucky. 
“This is getting fucking ridiculous," Felix growled, leaning forward and pressing his face against the back of 


Dirk's chair, who shrugged and decided now would be a good time to change his ring tone. Sensing conflict about 


to boil over, Eggi gently detangled the phone from Dirk's fingers and snapped it shut. 


"I know. | know..but we only have a few more months of this before we can sit him back behind a piano, where 


he belongs," he offered, coppery hair falling in front of his eyes. Jens grunted. 


| don't trust him, running around out there, by himself," he mused aloud, cheek pressed against the window 
facing the road-side shack. The whitewashed walls of the tiny house were covered in paintings; cracked and 
peeling from the warm sun of decades passed, Jens could clearly see each fairy tale recreated in bright, bold 
colors. The faces of the children depicted were twisted with delighted smiles and fat little cheeks, and each 
clasped in their chubby hands..bones, it looked like. Bones? Jens frowned. The ravages of time and the elements 


must have warped the original paintings. 


"This place gives me a bad feeling, you know? Makes me shiver. He'll be lucky if he doesn't get snatched up by 


something.” 
Dirk snorted, making grasping hands at Eggi for his phone. 


"And that's different from usual life with Tobi, how? He's always running off into any pair of open hands. We 
should get a leash for him." 


The bus filled with the laughter of the four men, leaning forward in their seats and chuckling at the trials of 
living with their singer. It dissolved the tension some, and soon plans to move Tobi around in a cage containing 
only a piano, fastened to a trailer behind one of the gear trucks were soon underway. With something to 


occupy the time, it wasn't long before Tobi reappeared in the doorway. 


"Well it's about time,” Felix marked his page, closing the book and standing to stretch his legs. He cleared his 
throat; as eager as he was to see what Tobi had found for them all this time, the nonsense had to stop. 


"Tobi. We know how much you like doing this, but the thing is, you see, we're all very.” 

He let the words trail off as Tobi came bounding towards him, arms outstretched, a paper bag clutched in one 
hand. He jumped onto the seat next to Felix and with apparent glee, pulled a headband from his bag. Before Felix 
could object, Tobi shoved it down into his hair and flicked the bunny ears now sticking at odd angles from his 


head, grinning hugely. 


"For youl" he shouted, clapping his hands together and admiring the, in his opinion, excellent purchase. Unable to 
do anything but groan, Felix fell back into his seat and folded his arms over his chest. 


"More fucking bunny ears." 


The rest of the group roared with laughter, clapping and hooting as they fell against each other. Eggi leant 
forward over the back of his seat and plucked at them, grinning. 


"Tobi, are these real? They feel like real fur," he frowned, pulling the wooden headband from their relieved 


drummer's hair and examining them, passing them back to Jens and Dirk. "But I've never seen rabbit ears this 


big before." 
Tobi shrugged, already rifling through the rest of the bag, shooting the occasional satisfied grin at Felix. 
"No idea. Local rabbits are bigger here, | guess. Maybe they're like..magic, could be? Ah." 


He produced the next gift, crawling over the arm-rest and into Jens‘ seat, kneeling next to him and holding up 
what seemed to be a wooden pipe. The bow! was large and wooden, carved with what looked like butterfly 


wings, and sat at the end of a long, curved body. It was certainly beautiful, but.. 


"Tobi. | don't smoke a pipe. Just regular cigarettes.." Jens frowned, turning the gift over in his hands. It felt 
strange, smooth where it ought to be rough, and heavier than it should have been He lifted the bowl to his 
face, wrinkling his nose at the smell and turning away. "God, and it sinks! It smells like someone's been smoking 


rotten vegetables in it for years!" 


"Oh," Tobi sat back a little, shrinking against the cold vinyl of the bus seating and twisting his fingers around 
the mouth of the paper bag. Jens, now realizing he should have chosen his words better, wrapped an arm 


around Tobi's shoulders and pulled him close. 


‘lm sorry. It's justa surprising gift, you know? But it's very pretty, and it's probably very old. Thank you, 
Tobi." 


It seemed to do the trick, as Tobi bounced up and wrapped his arms around Jens' neck, before scrambling over 
to Dirk and Eggi. All Jens could do was stare with confusion at the pipe, before glancing over at Felix, who 
simply shrugged. 


"Am | next?" Eggi slid to the edge of his seat, trying to further cheer Tobi up by showing at least a little 
interest. The only thing worse than a distracted, often stopping Tobi was a depressed, upset one. 


"Uh-huh! | think you'll like these. The woman in the store told me they were very, very old." 


"And probably mass-produced in China," Felix muttered, earning him an amused slap on the arm from Jens. 
Tobi either ignored, or didn't hear him, busy with thrusting a small wooden box into Eggi's hands. 


Pursing his lips together, Eggi turned the flat, rectangular box over in his hands, finding two small latches 
carved into the sides. Releasing them, the lid fell open to reveal two stacks of playing cards, one black and one 
white. They looked like they were made of paper, or cardboard, but felt almost like very thin wood. Eggi turned 


the top cards over, each one depicting either a forest creature or a bird. 


"Tobi." he stared at the cards, turning over more and more, each one different from the last. The white deck 
showed birds, painted in ivory, tan and ebony, the number of each card written in each corner. The black deck 
held animals of every size, sketched in dark colors. Bears, deer, rodents of all species and a few strange, tree- 


dwelling creatures he couldn't quite place. 


"These are beautiful. They've got to be so old..oh, but there's one missing.’ 


Tobi peered over his shoulder as Eggi held up the King and Queen of Clubs, from the black deck. The Jack was 


indeed missing. 


"Oh well.| mean, | don't think | could play with them anyway. They're too pretty," Eggi shrugged, closing the box 
and slipping it into his bag, wrapping his arms around Tobi with a great squeeze. Once again assured that his 
gifts were welcome, and his band continued to love and adore him without question, Tobi bounded on towards 


Dirk. 


"My turn now, eh?" Dirk grinned, sitting cross-legged beside the window. He closed his eyes and held his hands 
out with a toothy grin, fingers making grabbing-motions towards Tobi. He felt something round and heavy come 
to rest in his hands, and he opened his eyes. It was a teacup. 


"Huh." He stared at the small china thing, turning it in circles until he was sure that yes, it was indeed a small, 
painted cup. Round and white, with a small hooked handle on the side, and bright paintings around the rim. 


There was no mistaking it for something a little more entertaining.like a game boy, or a flask, perhaps. 
"Huh." 


Jens and Felix hooted with delight, slapping the arms of their seats and leaning back against the windows. Even 
Eggi had to hold back a laugh, the look on Dirk's face was far too priceless. Tobi, on the other hand, was silent, 


his eyes as big as saucers. 
"You hate it, don't you?" 


Dirk, lost for wards, simply shrugged and turned the cup around in his hands again The paintings were.bizarre, 
to say the least. What looked like a fat, brown snake circled the bottom of the cup, and if he weren't sure it 
had to be something else, Dirk could have sworn it was holding the skull of a cat in it's mouth. No, that 
couldn't be right.. 


"No! No, it's not that, at alll Its just a very, very surprising little cup." Dirk continued to stare at it, trying to 
work out why the little paintings of wings on the handle made him feel like the walls were closing in. "I love it, 


Tobi. And hey - now | have a reason to start drinking tea, right?" 


Jens slapped his hand over Felix's mouth to stop him from shrieking with laughter; if the look on Tobi's face 
was anything to go by, it would only make things worse. 


"| only thought." 


Tobi pulled himself away from the seats, standing in the middle of the bus with his arms at his sides. 


"that you guys might like something a little different.” 


Jens stood up, reaching out and trying to gently stroke Tobi's arm, who pulled away and glared at him. Eggi 
shrunk back into his seat and Dirk tucked the fragile cup into his satchel. Things were probably going to get 


messy. 
"than the usual tourist-y bullshit we always pick up!" 


He stomped his feet against the metal flooring, turning around and making his way back to the front of the 
bus, where their driver had returned and was getting ready to get things moving again. 


"And that pipe was really fucking expensive!" Tobi threw one last shot over the back of his seat, pointing 
accusingly at Jens, who just stared in growing shock. He was just being honest! 


Eggi rolled his eyes and pulled the cards from his bag, heading for Tobi and, hopefully, a peaceful resolution 
They were all tired, this leg of the tour had been especially hard on them, and tempers were wearing thin 


What they needed was a break. 


The driver cranked the bus and waited for the other vehicles in the Edgy convoy to ready themselves, while 
Eggi gently petted Tobi's hair, crouched beside his seat. It didn't take long to find neutral ground with Tobi, and 
with the promise of Felix wearing his bunny ears for the rest of the trip, things were soon back to normal. 


Eggi produced his cards and took out the black deck, shuffling them carefully. 


"Want to play something? It'll make the trip go faster, | promise." Tobi shook his head, slouching back into his 


seat. 
"Nah, it's useless with the Jack missing. Maybe we should play with the white de - FUCK!" 


He rocked forward, smacking his forehead into the back of the seat in front of his as the bus suddenly came 
to a lurching stop. Eggi fell forward and the cards scattered from his hands, covering the floor with black and 
white rectangles. Dirk hit the back of his head on the window and Jens twisted his hand awkwardly in the grip 
beside his seat, while Felix, who was almost asleep tumbled completely from the back of the bus and onto the 


floor, where he now lay groaning. 


"What the hell was that?" he moaned, pulling himself up and helping Dirk to his feet. Jens shrugged and rotated 
his wrist a little, wincing. Fuck. 


"| don't know..did we hit something? Egg? Tobi? Tobi" 


With Eggi still sprawled on the floor, Jens had looked up too late to stop Tobi from following the driver out of 
the door and onto the road. There was no telling what they might have hit, and it could still be dangerous. 
Hauling Eggi to his feet as he passed him, Jens headed outside. 


"Tobi, damnit! Can't you stay still for one second? Here, you banged your head" He took Tobi by the arm, 
trying to still him long enough to get a good look at the angry red line on his forehead, but Tobi wasn't having 


it. He pulled his arm free, crouching down in front of the bus. 
‘Oh my god..did we kill it?" 


Eggi and Dirk appeared from the bus, standing next to Jens and looking over Tobi's shoulder. Eggi gagged a 
little, and Felix - watching from the front window - swore softly. 


The tiny grey kitten lay still just in front of the left wheel of the bus. It wasn't moving, not even to draw a 
shaky breath, but there didn't seem to be any blood trickling out onto the road. It's eyes were closed and it's 
fur was matted in wet spikes, but it wasn’t blood. Judging by the dirt in its claws and the lack of any collar or 
tags, it must have run in, stray, from the woods surrounding the cottage Tobi had stopped to invade. 


"We killed it," Tobi whispered, reaching out for the tiny broken thing. Jens stopped him, placing a hand on his 
shoulder and trying to pull him back. 


"Tobi..don't pick it up, please.it's probably a stray, it might have been sick anyway. Come on.we'll take care of 
it, just get back on the bus." 


He shook his head, tears welling in the corners of his eyes as he turned towards Jens. He moved to stand, 
before a flicker of movement stopped him. 


"Wait, it's alive" He pulled away, turning back to the kitten. The other frowned, shaking their heads, and Felix 
stepped down from the bus onto the asphalt. 


"It didn't move, Tobi. Look at it, it's dead. Just get back on the bus, okay?" 
"But its moving! 


"No, Tobi! Come on, get away from it!" Felix stepped forward, reaching for Tobi's arm, but was angrily pushed 


away. 


"Stop it! Stop treating me like a fucking child. It's alive!" Tobi snarled at him, the look in his eyes so vicious that 
Felix stepped back in shock, glancing at Jens, who gave him an equally surprised shrug. That wasn't like Tobi. At 


all. 


Tobi turned back to the kitten. He was right, it had moved, and Tobi fought down the bile in his throat as he 
stared at it. It's head had turned to look at him, twisted over it's shoulder at an odd angle. Wide, black eyes 
were open and if they weren't shining in the sun, Tobi would have sworn there was nothing there except 
sockets filled with inky blackness. The kitten opened it's mouth, bared it's yellow, crooked teeth, and in a voice 


that sounded like rusty wheels on a wooden hearse, it spoke. 


"My, how fine you look, when dressed in rage." 


Later, back on the bus, Tobi would wonder why only he heard it. Maybe the others weren't close enough, or 
maybe they were too busy shouting and yelling as Tobi fell backwards, his eyes rolling back into 
unconsciousness as blood dripped from his nose over his lips, and into his own mouth. 


The Piper Never Dies 


Author's Notes: 
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Wake up, my creature. My precious pet of havoc. Open your red eyes, a colour that suits so few.. 


Out of the darkness of the empty room, a man sat up. Even seconds after waking, he knew he was alone, that 
this was still his tomb and that only he could hear the voice echoing from it's stone walls. He drew back 
curtains of lank black hair from his eyes, peering fruitlessly into the inky blackness. 


"How long?" he croaked, his throat parched with years of neglect and disuse. No one to talk to, when you're 


dead. 
Over one hundred years, vile petling You've been away too long 


He twisted this way and that atop the stone tablet, his spine cracking horribly with each movement. Gingerly, 
he tried to stand, but having been prone for more than a century sent him tumbling forward against a 
grotesque statue, the darkness of the mausoleum hiding most of the foul features. Still, the man knew it by 


heart, and he grinned with miss-matched teeth as his hands stroked across the familiar curves. 


You were so beautiful, then And look what she dd to you the voice purred against the sides of his skull, his 
eyes twitching with the vibrations. The man swallowed, nodding as his fingers grazed the deep wound running 
across his throat. If he were to reach around, the back of his neck would feel the same. But he knew it was 


there. He had spent decades picking the scar in the dark, pulling at rancid, rotting flesh and cursing to himself. 
"Is it her?" He pushed away from the statue, standing on his own this time, hands slightly outstretched. To 


have revenge, after so long? The very thought had kept him from smearing his own brain matter over the 


walls of his cement cell. 
No. Not her, beloved The others. The ones who would see me restored 


His hand shot out to the side, bracing against the nearest wall, and his dark red eyes opened so wide they 
shone in the dark. A long, subtly forked tongue snaked out, polishing the tips of sharp teeth. 


"Already? All five?" He groped in the darkness, searching for familiar pieces of clothing. A boot here, a jacket 


beside the cold stone platform.. 
All five. Each as we expected You know the part youre to play in this, sweet monstrosity. 


His satisfied groan rattled around the chamber, eyes rolling back a little with long-awaited relief. Finally. Finally! 
So long waiting, so long cursing that simpering little bitch..now it was over, now things could return to the way 


they used to be. The way they should be. 


Light began to creep under the huge stone door, shining through cobwebs, and glittering off of something 
floating slowly from the ceiling. It looked almost like a red feather, soft and delicate, but as it fell towards the 
man, landing on the tip of his finger, it melted. It had been a tiny snowflake, heart shaped, and frozen in blood. 


The man smiled, and the spiders that shared his tomb swore silent thanks that it was still too dark to see the 
delight on his face. His queen had come back for him. And now, he would make right by her. 


KE 


Tobi was on stage. It was all quite lovely, really. The crowd was screaming along with every word that left his 
lips, pushing against the barriers below him and shrieking with every sideways glance. He knew the others were 
behind him, to his left and to his right, the way it had been for years. This was his element, and he 


thoroughly immersed himself in it. 


He glanced to his right, grinning at Jens, but the smirk fell from his lips before it reached his eyes. The thing 
beside him wasn't Jens at all. It reached out for him with bony, angular fingers, nails yellowed and cracked. His 
arms were a tangled mass of blue veins, straining so hard against his pale, parchment-like skin that several 
had burst, leaking blue, fetid blood through his flesh and onto the stage. Hollow eyes begged for more of 


whatever he craved, and his breath stank of smoke. 


Gagging and slapping his hand over his mouth, Tobi stumbled backwards and into Eggi and Dirk, turning and 


grasping at their arms. 
Dirk's arm came away in his grip, and Tobi was left holding it. 


Pulling away, Tobi managed to scream this time before the bile rose in his throat. He dropped the rotting, 
mangled limb and stared up at what, presumably, used to be Dirk. This thing looked like it had been dead for 
years, strands of matted hair hanging across a face drawn so tight he could see every bone. It had no eyes, 


no teeth, no tongue, and the only sounds it could manage were parched, sucking gasps. 


Eggi was standing behind him, his face and chest a bloody mess. He was covered in thousands of tiny, straight 
cuts, each bleeding considerably more than he would expect from a wound so small. He reached out for Tobi, 
sobbing a pleading for him, but the tips of his fingers had been shorn off, leaving only protruding bone tips and 


limp, dangling tendons. 


Still screaming, spitting bile onto the stage and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Tobi turned around 


to face the drum riser. Felix would be there. Felix would save him. He could always depend on Felix.. 


Tobi's eyes grew wide, and his wailing scream died in his throat. Felix stood up, the hot summer sun reflecting 
from his bare skull. In one hand he held a pile of what could only be human intestines, roped around his bone 
fingers and oozing bloody, grey sludge onto his feet. In his other hand he grasped a human heart, still beating, 
pumping spurts of murky blood across the stage and over Tobi's chest, drenching him. Two bare, bleached 
white rabbit ears protruded from his forehead. 


The crowd, apparently oblivious to the horrors come to life on stage, screamed on. And so did Tobi, when he 


woke up. 


"Hey! Hey, guys he's awake! Tobi, woah dude.." Dirk tried to pin him by the shoulders, ducking each violent arm- 
flail and leg-jerk with moderate success. Jens ran over from the side of the bus, his eighth cigarette in the 
last twenty minutes still clutched between his fingers. 


"Tobi! Tobi, calm downl" He knelt on the ground where Tobi lay, pushing one arm against his chest and waiting 


for him to relax a little. "Are you okay? You were out for a while." 


Tobi stared up at him, eyes wide with disbelief. It was Jens alright. Sweet, scruffy-chinned, green eyed Jens. 


Reaching up, Tobi wrapped his arms around his neck and squeezed. 


"You're not a zombie." he gasped, muffling his relieved sobs in Jens's hair. Dirk looked at Jens, who shrugged, 


before calling Felix and Eggi over. 


"No. I'm.uh, not a zombie. Wow, Tob, you must have hit your head harder than we all thought. Knocked 


something loose in there, huh?" Dirk grinned at him, ruffling his hair. 


"What are you talking about?" Tobi frowned at the two of them, before Felix skidded to a halt on his knees, 
ripping his jeans on the asphalt. He wrapped his arms around Tobi's shoulders, hugging him tightly. 


"What the hell did you think you were doing?" he yelled, holding Tobi at arm's length and frowning at him, vivid 
concern in his eyes, despite the angry twist of his mouth. "You should have stayed on the bus, Tobi! You hit 
your head! Now look, you bled all over your shirt, and your face, and if we have to take you to a hospital, in 


the middle of bum-fuck nowhere..” 
Eggi placed a hand on Felix's shoulder, cutting him off mid-sentence by way of shoving him to the side. 
"Your concern for our fallen comrade is admirable, Felix," he snorted, rolling his eyes and crouching beside Tobi. 


"Hey. The next time you want to go all..freaky-passy-outy on us, give us some warning, okay? One second you 
were leaning over the kitten, next.flat out on the ground, man Scary stuff. Hey - speaking of which.. 


He leant forward a little, and with the change in angle Tobi could see a tiny lump of matted grey fur, curled in 


the crook of Eggi's elbow. It was very much alive, and purring. 


"Oh my god." Tobi gasped softly, reaching out and prodding the wee thing with the tips of his fingers. "Is 


it.okay? | mean, no..odd behavior?" 

The four men looked at one another, exchanging worried glances. 

"Ah, no, Tobi." Dirk frowned, reaching out and gently patting him on the head. "You're pretty much alone in 
that department today. We were all busy yelling and waving our arms around you, when Eggi heard this little 


guy start to meow. Seems he was just stunned." 


"Oh," Tobi tilted his head to the side, flinching a little as the kitten turned to face him. It gave a timid squeak, 


opening huge green eyes and reaching out with one matted paw, swiping at a curl of Tobi's hair. 

It certainly seemed normal. 

Maybe..maybe | did just hit my head Tobi mused to himself, drawing back a little under the concerned stares of 
his bandmates. / was just seeing things. Rattled my brain around. Thats it. Kittens dont talk. Kittens dont say 
horrible things.. 


He reached out, gathering the kitten up in one hand and watching it cautiously for a moment, before holding it 
carefully to his chest. Eggi grinned and patted him on the head. 


"See? He's fine. Just a little banged up. In fact, he looks kind of like Jens does in the morning, hair sticking out 


all over the place." 
Jens frowned, standing up and grinding his cigarette beneath his boot, folding his arms. 


"Gee, you're a fucking riot, Egg. Come on, Tobi. Bring him on the bus with you, and we'll find a shelter at the 
next town A hospital too..you should probably get checked over." 


No one presented any argument to that idea, and with kitten in hand, the five of them plus several road crew 


climbed back into their respective trucks and busses, engines revving. 


A small rabbit watched them from the shadow of the painted house, nestled just beneath the painting of an 
old, faded clock. His tiny pink tongue darted out to lick at lips ringed with blood red spittle-foam. Let the cat 
have it's games, but the rabbit had a bad feeling about this time. His ears twitched, and he scratched at them 
with an ebony cane. How horribly they itched, so far from home.. 


* 


They had been on the road for roughly an hour, before Tobi declared it was time for the kitten to take a 
toilet stop. 


After some initial reluctance to talk about what had scared him so much as he woke up, Tobi had eventually 
put it down to a possible concussion, and left it at that. The flimsy explanation didn't stop Jens and Felix from 


sitting either side of him, watching him like a hawk for any signs of mental trauma, other than usual Tobi-ism. 


The kitten had wobbled down the aisle of the bus as soon as the doors had closed, sniffing at bags and shoes, 
clawing at the seats. It eventually came to rest in a box of travel-sized games that Dirk had declared 
necessary for touring, yet none of them had ever so much as touched. The tiny thing had fallen asleep with 
the tip of a chess piece in it's mouth - the white queen, to be exact - and so it was a mutual decision to 


name him Chess. 


The air brakes squealed and Tobi scooped the kitten into his hand, slipping it into down the front of his hooded 
sweater before bounding out of the bus. Eggi and Jens followed, leaving Dirk asleep and Felix mulling over 


whether to draw on his forehead with red felt pen, or blue. 


"Don't take too long, okay?" Jens called, watching Tobi wade his way through waist-height grass, placing the 


kitten down in a small clearing. 


"He seems better." Eggi leant against the side of the bus, folding his arms and squinting up at the sun. "Dirk 
said he was screaming when he came around. Do people dream when they're unconscious?" 


Jens shrugged, pressing another cigarette between his lips and lighting it, shielding the smoke from Eggi's 
direction. He never seemed to smoke as much, as when he was worried about Tobi. 


"| don't know. | guess so. He said the weirdest thing to me, though. Told me that | wasn't a zombie. | guess that 
if he was dreaming, it must have been pretty vivid" 


Eggi frowned a little, shaking his hair forward over his shoulders and turning back to the strips of grass lining 
either side of the road. He couldn't see Tobi, but he could hear him singing to the wee kitten, and so assumed 
he was crouched in the grass. 


"Yeah, | guess. So, uh.what's going on with you two, anyway?" 


Jens flushed pink a little, hunching his shoulders and turning away. Eggi grinned a little, continuing despite Jens's 
obvious discomfort with the subject. 


"Come on. | know what happened in Amsterdam. | was in the room next to yours. And Tobi's a hell of a.huh. 


Where's he going?" 


He trailed off, pushing a hand back through his hair and squinting in Tobi's direction. Jens turned, following 
Eggi's line of sight, and let out a frustrated groan 


"Aaah, Tobi! Come back here!" he yelled, waving at their disappearing singer. Tobi was picking his way into the 
forest bordering the small patch of grass, almost vanishing into the dark thicket of branches and leaves. He 


was hunched over, looking at the ground, following something. 


"That fucking kitten! It's run off" Jens groaned again, pressing the heel of his hand to his forehead and turning 
to Eggi. "Go and get the others, wake Dirk. Tell them Tobi's wandered off, and to get a few of the other guys. 


l'm worried about him, Egg, and | don't want him getting lost in some freaky Scandinavian forest! 


Eggi nodded, climbing onto the bus, and Jens stubbed his cigarette out against the aluminum. This was exactly 
what they didn't need. 


Back on the bus, before Eggi climbed past the driver's seat, and as Jens headed for the forest, Felix crouched 
over the back of Dirk's chair. He was about to lean in, felt pen in hand, before Dirk rolled over to face him. 


The guitarist, tilted his head back, and spoke in his sleep, quiet but clear. 


"Back into the hole we go, we hurry along our way. The once glorious garden, now steeped in dark decay." 


Tears of a Mandrake 
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Stumbling over roots and vines twisted with thorns, Tobi stretched his hands out in front of him, grasping at 
the forest growing darker around him. He could hear Jens yelling, back on the road, but the kitten was just out 
of his reach 


"Come back here!" he hissed, nearly toppling forward, overbalancing himself with a fruitless swipe at the 
kitten's bushy grey tail. It mewed, barreling on through the undergrowth, a cat with an apparent purpose. 


Tobi groaned and glanced back over his shoulder. The road and the bus seemed much further away. Perhaps 
the knock to his head was still skewing his grasp on reality some. Or maybe it was the way the trees seemed 
to almost close in around him, the further into the thicket he went. 


The further | go, or the further this damn cat leads me? he mused to himself. He'd almost forgotten his eerie 
hallucination, before passing out on the blacktop earlier. It seemed like such a ridiculous thing to even happen, 
let alone actually believe. After all the wee thing was so sweet, and had curled up so quietly once they had 


gotten back onto the bus. But now..the way it kept glancing back as it pawed through the dead leaves.it was 
almost like it wanted Tobi to follow it. 


Jens's angry shouts were fading now, as well as what little sunlight could filter through the treetops. The 
forest felt like late dusk, and shadows cast across his face by branches and boughs made Tobi a little nauseas. 
He whined softly, twisting this way and that to avoid grasping, scratching twigs that tangled in his hair like 
damp wooden spiders. It was so dark now, the trees seemed like they were actually moving to block his path. 


Then, realizing he had lost sight of the kitten, he looked up. 


It sat on a log in front of him, several feet into the forest. Silent and still, it's tiny grey face was twisted into 
a grin like noting Tobi had ever seen before. To call it inhuman would have been a vast understatement..no 
creature alive could smile in such a bone-chilling way. Beside it sat a rabbit, its white fur matted with streaks 
of blood, sitting on it's hindquarters much like a meerkat would. It clutched an ebony walking stick to it's chest, 
around which was wound the chain of a golden pocket watch. 


The kitten winked, the rabbit waved one little white paw, and Tobi pitched forward. His foot, caught on a root, 
twisted savagely and he tumbled face-first into the blackened mulch of the forest. For the second time in as 


many hours, Tobi fell into darkness. 


* 


"What the fuck was that?" Felix stared at Dirk, having dropped his felt pens with a clatter. Dirk rubbed his 
eyes with the back of his hand, pulling himself upright in his seat and grunting. 


"Why'd you wake me up, huh? Something happen?" 


Felix frowned at him, brow creased in frustration. The felt pens rolled over the grooves on the bus's floor, 


coming to a stop against the side of his foot. 
"Dirk? Do you talk in your sleep? Because if you do, no more cheap horror novels before bedtime, okay?" 


He shook his head a little, picking his book up in an attempt to deflect any oncoming questions. He was saved 
the trouble by Eggi, who came up the steps at the front of the bus two at a time. 


"Tobi's gone off somewhere." He placed his hands on his hips, a well worn expression of ‘same old Tobi bullshit, 


different day’ on his face. Felix groaned, and Dirk hung his head in his hands. 


"What do you mean, ‘off somewhere’? Like, into the forest..?" Dirk trailed off a little, deciding the rest of the 
question was best left to their imagination. Although the thought of Tobi skipping through the Nordic 
wilderness, bestowing wreathes of flowers and nuts onto bears, wolves and bucks was an amusing ore, it 


wasn't something they needed to explain to the label. Eggi sighed, nodding. 


"Yep. | think Chess ran off, and he was following him. Jens went after Tobi, and he told me to come get you 
two. Reinforcements, | think" 


"So basically, instead of losing one member, it's a grand plan to toss the entire band into the forest and hope 
we come chirping out of the other side?" Felix snorted, folding his arms over his chest and glaring at Dirk, who 


was already zipping his backpack shut. 


"Where do you think you're going? Look, guys, | love Tobi as much as the rest of you do, but I'm getting sick 
of chasing after him! Let Jens drag him back by the hair. It's how things like this always work out, hmm?" 


Eggi shrugged a little, casting Felix a sympathetic glance. 
"You can stay here, if you want. But I'd feel better having you with us. You're..meaner.” 


Dirk laughed, masking it with a loud cough and hopped from the bus to the road before Felix could throw 
something. Eggi grinned sweetly, holding out his hand. 


"Come on, Felix. And bring some water bottles. | promise, you can beat Tobi with them when we find him. Deal?" 


Felix grumbled something intelligible, slinging his own satchel over his shoulder and stuffing a few bottles into 
it, slipping sunglasses over his eyes. Eggi smiled brightly at him and together they walked out towards the 
forest. Eggi was so distracted by teasing Felix over his bad mood, and Felix equally so by defending himself, 


they didn't even realize no one had bothered to tell any of the road crew where they were going. 


KE 


Tobi groaned, pushing himself up with the palms of his hands. He was wet and filthy, dead leaves and mostly 
likely other horrid things were lodged in his hair, and his head was still spinning from the sudden drop. 


He looked behind him, squinting in the murky dark, to see how far he'd fallen, but there was no drop at all. He 
had simply tripped. 


But | could have sworn | fell into something. A hole, or a pit or something.. 


Tobi swallowed hard against the lump in his throat and his chin snapped up, eyes searching for the last thing 
he saw before he fell. He'd almost forgotten about them. The kitten and the rabbit. 


The log they had been perched on was still there, laying heavy and dead on the forest floor. But it was bare, 
the two animals were nowhere to be seen, and as Tobi searched the trees around him, he was beginning to 


wonder if they had even been there at all. 
No. He didn't hit his head that hard. Something wasn't right here. Something about that kitten.. 
"TOBI!" 


Jens stumbled into the small patch of woods were Tobi stood, reaching out and grabbing him firmly by the 


shoulders. He was breathing heavily, sweat running down his face and into the collar of his shirt. 


"Where the fuck have you been?" he gasped through clenched teeth, shaking Tobi a little. He looked frantic, 


wide-eyed and worried. Tobi swallowed again, unable to rid himself of the lump in his throat. 


"Jens.Jens! I've only been gone a few minutes! | lost the kitten, he... 


"Tobi." Jens stared at him, green eyes creased with concern. His grip softened a little. "Tobi. You've been gone 


for nearly an hour. Egg, Dirk and Felix are all looking for you. What happened to you, did you trip?" 


He held Tobi back a little, squatting down and brushing the leaves from his filthy jeans. Tobi took Jens's hands 


in his own, pulling him back up. 


"Jens, something really fucked up is going on here. | keep..seeing things, and hearing things. | think it's Chess. | 
mean, the kitten. | think he's doing it" 


He shivered as he spoke, his fingers tensing around Jens's. His eyes were wide, afraid, and completely serious. It 


was that look that stopped Jens from immediately dismissing his nervousness. 


"Okay. Okay, Tobi. | believe you..this place is creeping me out a little too. Let's just go back, get the others, and 
drive the fuck away from this place, huh?" 


Tobi nodded and pulled himself closer to Jens. The bigger man made him feel safe; he had since they were 
children. Long before the band, the records, the tours and the complications of drink and promiscuity, Jens had 
always been there for him. Maybe that was why he'd crawled so happily into Jens's bed in Amsterdam. Maybe 
that was why they had yet to talk about it. 


"Jens, l." Tobi bit his lip as they walked through the forest together, skipping logs and slippery leaves. "What 
happened, that night, with you and me. It was. mean, I'm sorry if l." 


He trailed off, words escaping him as they stepped out of the forest. 


And into a flower garden. 
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Felix was about to explode. Or rupture something important, at the very least. 


Dirk could sense it. He kept his distance from the drummer, trailing a few feet behind and keeping quiet. He 
loved Felix as much as everyone else did, but something about this leg of the tour had put him in a foul mood, 
and that was something to be avoided. The fact that he was forced to spend his precious brooding and sulking 
time searching for Tobi probably didn't help matters much. 


Eggi, on the other hand, seemed oblivious to Felix's stormy disposition It was a clever ruse, one he had 
cultivated over the years, which allowed him to stay in the middle of everything without stepping on toes. 
After all, no one could blame him for just being friendly. Right? 


He walked along beside Felix, swigging from a water bottle and humming to himself. He shuffled a deck of the 
cards Tobi had given him in one hand, diving the pack in half with his thumb, and then using his fingers to flip 
one half back on top. The black cards slid over one another, the dark card whispering softly against Eggi's 
fingers, before one finally slipped at the wrong angle. 


"Ah, fuck!" he snapped, stilling the cards in his other hand and holding his finger up, frowning. A small line of 


red blossomed around the tip of his index finger, dribbling blood down to his knuckle. Felix glanced over. 
"Paper cut, huh? Bummer. | think Dirk's got a first aid kit in his pack. Hey, Dirk?" 


Dirk didn't answer, and when Felix and Eggi turned around, the empty forest where their friend had been 
following didn't offer an answer either. The only sound was the soft, low laughter coming from a deck of black 
playing cards that reveled in their first drop of new blood, but neither Felix nor Eggi knew how to listen 
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Standing in the middle of the clearing, his arms held limp at his sides, Jens stared with a mixture of wonder, 
shock, and extreme discomfort. He and Tobi had turned back to the exact path they had both followed into the 
forest, but now instead of a bus, several trucks, and a no-doubt irate road crew, they found themselves faced 


with the strangest garden they had ever seen. 


It gave the impression of splendor. There was no doubt that someone had toiled in this garden with extreme 
love and devotion, but from the state of things now, that had not happened in some time. Rows and rows of 
flower beds, once vibrant with color and scent, were now mere mockeries of beauty. The gently tilled earth 
was rancid with fallen petals and leaves, the bare heads of flowers bent low on withered stalks. What should 
have been green and lush was mottled brown and yellow, and each blossom that should have stood tall and 


proud was buckled under the shame of neglect. It stunk of sickly-sweet decay. 


"Oh my god," Tobi whispered, breathing heavy beside Jens. He shrunk closer, his fingers reaching out to wrap 
around his friend's wrist. "What is this place?" 


"| suppose it used to be a garden," Jens led him over the grass, the dry blades crackling beneath their feet. A 
cool breeze flitted through the dead and dying flowers, their limp leaves rustling and lifting as if to beg for 
water. 

"It looks like a cemetery now. | mean, everything's dead, or dying. wonder whose garden it is?" 

Tobi shrugged, still clinging to Jens’ wrist as he followed him over the lawn. It reminded him of pictures he'd 
seen on television of a cancer ward. Rail-thin figures lined either side of the dry, grassy path, leaves and 
stalks like arms hanging useless, bare heads tilted helplessly to the side. lt made him so sick, he could taste it 
in the very back of his throat. 

"I want to get out of here. Come on, let's just go back the way we came, and-" 


"STOP IT! Stop! Oh, oh god, please, you're killing her, stop it, STOP IT!" 


The shrill, high-pitched shriek stopped the two men dead in their tracks, Tobi faltering forward slightly and 


swaying against Jens as he steadied himself. They looked around, searching the garden for the owner of the 


voice, but with no luck. It only grew louder, wailing at them, pleading and sobbing. 


"Please! Why are you doing that? Why? She didn't hurt you! She was just a baby! You've crushed her, you 


monster!" 


Tobi twisted around, stumbling back and landing hard against the grass. He looked down to where he had been 
standing, but saw only a small, crushed flower. A daisy. 


All at once, the garden came alive. 

Lifeless bulbs and heads bare of petals shot up, straining towards Tobi and Jens as white, colorless eyes 
opened up amidst seeds and pollen. Mouths without teeth or tongues hung open, black and ghastly, set in the 
middle of each animated flower. Leaves, vines, and thorny stalks reached for their legs and arms, twining in 
Tobi's hair and tugging. 

Fat, juicy slugs gnawed on the screaming flowers and plants, ripping holes in their ghoulish faces, shredding 
their limbs and laying waste to anything vaguely green. Aphids, gnats and ants tore from them, and each 
flower, desperate and wasted, cried out to their human visitors. 

"But we're thirsty! Please, just a little water, you'll hardly notice it missing!" 

"Why did she leave us? Where is our queen, why doesn't she tend our bends and care for us anymore?" 


"He took her, he hurt her..made her hide, made her run. It kills us now, he kills us with his neglect..." 


"You crushed her! You killed her! My baby, she was new, young, she could have made this garden hers! You 
killed her! 


‘Its eating me.killing me..please, pull me out, slice my roots make it stop.." 


Tobi opened his mouth to scream, shrinking away from the reach of grasping branches and twigs. He wanted 


so badly to yell, to sob and cry and scream for Jens, but he couldn't even manage a shaken gasp. 


He felt a hand reach down and grasp him by the shoulder, hauling him to his feet. He clung to it, not sure if it 
was Jens but not caring - it seemed to want to get him away from the wailing flowers, and that was good 


enough for Tobi. 


It was in fact Jens, who had recovered from the shock long enough to rip a screaming thistle from the bed to 


his right, light it with the matches from his pocket, and throw it at the flowers so desperate to touch them. 


"Fucking, freaky, talking flowers want to die? Fine!" he muttered, grabbing Tobi by the wrist and dragging him 
away. Together they ran through the garden, past dying topiary flamingos that snapped and shrieked at them, 


and the past a huge stone mausoleum that seemed to be the centerpiece of the garden. Tobi glanced at it as 
they passed, and found himself wondering why a tomb would be sitting there, in the middle of what must have 
once been such a pretty garden. 


Jens pulled him towards the hedge lining the perimeter of the garden, tall, green and surprisingly well kept, 
despite the rest of the plants surrounding it. They skidded to a stop just in front of it, and Jens plunged both 


arms into the leaves, searching for a gap big enough to squeeze through. 


"J-Jens..what was..| mean, those flowers were." Tobi stammered, wrapping his arms around his torso and 


shuddering hard, staring at the back of Jens's head. He shrugged. 


"I know. | know. And. don't know. Something really messed up is happening here, Tob, and we have to go find the 
others before something happens to them as well” Jens spoke softly, but with determination, digging his way 
through the hedge with little success. Tobi nodded slowly, nails digging into his own biceps. 


"| know who's doing this, Jens," he whispered, biting into his lower lip and leaning forward. "It's the cat. | saw 


him. He..grinned at me." 


Jens paused, glancing over his shoulder at Tobi, a gentle light reflecting in his eyes. He pulled one arm out of 
the hedge, cupping the back of Tobi's head and pulling him close. 


"| don't know what it is, Tob. Maybe we're all dreaming. Or maybe Felix and Dirk drugged us all. But I'll get you 
out of it, okay?" 


Tobi smiled, nodding again. Jens was right. They'd get out of this..whatever it was, find their way back to the 
bus, and then to a hotel. After all of that, Tobi wouldn't need to find an excuse to crawl into the bed beside 
Jens. Not this time. He tilted his head back, nuzzling the palm of Jens's hand, just as it was suddenly yanked 


away. 


Something grabbed his arm from the other side of the hedge, pulling hard and jerking him straight into the 
hedge. His eyes went wide and he managed to get out half of a stunned yelp..before he disappeared completely. 


"JENS!" Tobi threw himself at the hedge, thrusting his hands through the leaves and tearing them away, trying 
to find the gap Jens had fallen through. He tried to hold them back, but frightened tears welled in his eyes and 
he tried to push forward, but the hedge wouldn't give up it's captive. 

Tobi was left alone. 

He stood facing the hedge for a few moments, completely at a loss over what to do next. He couldn't find a 
way through the hedge, and it seemed like it stretched for miles in either direction There was no way over it, 


and back through the garden..? Forget it. 


The garden The flowers. They were silent, now. Tobi frowned to himself, turning slowly and looking back 


through the flowerbeds. The shrill moaning and screaming had stopped all right, and it looked almost like the 
flowers were cowering. They had shrunken back completely, and seemed to be shivering. A flicker of movement 


to the side caught Tobi's attention, and he turned. 


The mausoleum was open, the great stone door resting on it's hinges. A man stood in the archway, arms 
folded over his black-clothed chest. He was tall, as thin as the dying flowers had been, and he was watching 
the hedge very carefully. He caught Tobi's eye. 


Then, in one second that seemed to stretch for hours, he smiled with two sets of teeth, and called Tobi's 


name. 


waAnwAnan 


All The Clowns 
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The first thing Dirk noticed about the forest was that the further you walked in, the colder it got. He 
supposed it had something to do with the trees thickening and blotting out the sun, but a quick glance up 
swiftly de-bunked that theory. The trees here were darker, and taller yes, but there was still a significant 
amount of sunlight filtering through. Odd. 


He kept his eyes focused on the back of Felix's head, not wanting to lag too far behind and get lost. His friend 
chatted away to Eggi, who flinched as if he had cut himself. 


Probably one of those weird playing cards, Dirk thought to himself, picking his way through the undergrowth. 
The others seemed to walk further ahead and, not wanting to get lost, Dirk called out to them. They didn't 


answer. 


In fact, they didn't even seem to notice him. Dirk shouted again, nearly tripping on a log as he ran up to them, 
reaching out and grabbing Felix by the shoulder. Still they didn't answer, but this time he got a reaction Felix 
flickered. 


"Hey, |.what?" Dirk leant back a little, bracing his hand against a tree. Eggi and Felix stood with their backs 
towards him, silent and motionless amongst the branches. A breeze whipped up the chilly, stagnant air and 
brought leaves rushing towards the three of them, Dirk brushed them away with his hand and watched with 
wide eyes as the seed pods and dead foliage passed right through his friends. Again they flickered, shuddering 
and fading in and out of solidity like an image on a broken television screen. He reached out slowly and bit into 


his cheek, hoping for the best. 


Dirk waved his hand, and it swept clean through Felix and Eggi. They weren't there. They didn't exist, right in 


front of him. It was like a hologram. 


"This..this is fucked up.." he whispered to himself, and the rustling of the trees around him echoed the 
sentiment. Deciding very quickly that something in this forest was making him see and believe very unhealthy 
things, Dirk turned back towards the bus and started to run. 


Jens would find Tobi, and they'd be fine. Eggi had Felix, and no matter what kind of crazy hallucinogen, or 


whatever, was in the air among the trees, Felix would protect him. Everyone else had someone with them. But 


he was alone. 


"Not for very fucking long!" Dirk mused aloud, pushing trees aside with his elbows. Screw the others, they 


could find their own way back. He wasout of here. 


It was the shock of stumbling into a small, neat, rectangular patio garden that made him stop. 
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Tobi never thought one moment could drag on for so long. The seconds in which the man in the mausoleum 
spoke to him dragged on as slowly and painfully as a rusty file scraping across the soft skin of his forearm. He 
fought the urge to glance down and see if blood and bone was leaking through his shirt. 


"Tobias." it repeated his name, and digging the toes of his shoes into the lawn was all Tobi could do to keep 
from pressing himself into the hedge. Jens was on the other side. He had to be. 


Where else could he have gone? 


Clearing his throat, Tobi tried to reply, but all that came from his throat was a soft, scared whine. He was too 
focused on squinting at the man, lifting a hand to shield his eyes from the suddenly harsh sunlight. It was hard 
to see anything except his teeth. 


For all Tobi knew, the man - or creature, it was too far to tell - could have been nothing but horrible teeth 
on legs. He was sure there was more to him, but his mouth was all he could focus on It almost looked as if 
there were two rows, the first blunt and square, with canines sharp and pointed. Behind them was a second 
row, tiny, sharp and serrated.almost like the teeth of a shark 


It occurred to Tobi, somewhere in the back of his mind, where his brain was still clinging to some sort of 
rationality, that he shouldn't be able to see such detail from such a distance. Another section of subconscious 
spoke up, and offered that perhaps he was supposed to see them, like the warning stripes of vivid colour on a 


poisonous jungle frog, cautioning a larger animal that a tasty dinner, it would not make. 
Teeth like that were the calling card of a predator. And he wanted them to be seen 


In the time it took for Tobi's brain to come up with such a stomach-churning conclusion, the man had stepped 


down from his stone platform and was walking towards him. The closer he got, the more horrible a sight he 


became, and Tobi could hardly take it all in 


It looked as if the man, the creature, the thing had been cobbled together from spare body parts, indeed each 


limb looked as though it belonged to someone, or something else. His left arm was toned and dark brown, a rich 


caramel where the skin was exposed from elbow to fingertip. The other arm, at his right with a sleeve hanging 
to his wrist, was so pale it could have belonged to a marble statue, but real muscle flexed and rippled beneath 


the ivory skin. 


He wore dark clothes, rotted by time to an ink-stained black and stitched together with white thread where 
moths had decided to dine. A long jacket, ripped at the left elbow, that flapped in the gentle breeze. His pants 
were non-descript but newer and darker than the jacket, as was the shirt he wore beneath. Bracelets of 
tarnished silver and lime-flecked copper jangled restlessly about his thin, miss-matched wrists, and he wore no 


other jewelry, save for what looked like a shard of glass on a chain around his neck. 


Tobi's eyes traveled up, his own teeth sinking into his lower lip to stop it from shaking in fear. This thing was 
definitely a man His eyes, although red and almost pulsing with intense amusement, had a human shine to 
them, and his lips bled crimson where his sharp teeth grazed the skin. His cheeks, paler than his left arm, but 
darker than his right, flushed with delight and his broad, upwards-turned lips twitched at the corners. Greasy, 
limp hair as black as his clothes fell to his shoulders, where a piece of white cheesecloth stained brown with 


old blood was knotted about his throat. 


When he spoke, it sounded like broken bones rubbing together, laid over a background of barbed wire violins. 
Listening to it made Tobi gag, his knees collapsing forward. 


| don't mean to scare. Its just how | was made..how | was put back together. Jens and the others need to find 


their own way back to you." 

Tobi landed on his knees in the grass, wanting to yell but producing only a wet, desperate sucking noise in the 
back of his throat. He stared up at the man, having been considerably shorter when on his feet, and parted his 
lips in question 

"They will. Don't worry. But you, Tobias..you need me. I've been waiting for my chance to right things." He 
whispered the words, each one carried by the hoarse, croaking breeze. Tobi shuddered, blinked, and managed to 
force out a few words of his own. 

"Who are you?" 

The man laughed, and behind him in the distance, Tobi could see the ashen corpses of so many burned flowers 


shudder as one. If his voice had been unnerving, the rough scratch of his laughter was like nails on a 


chalkboard. 


"Me?" he cooed, creaking to one knee and cupping the side of Tobi's face. Tobi had expected his touch to be 
cold and dry, but the softness of his skin was almost calming. He looked up, expectantly. 


"ım the Jabberwock." 


Tobi went still His eyes strained in his head, wanting to roll back into safe, secret darkness. His ears roared, 


trying to block out the words that shouldnt make sense. He focused on the man's face, shaking hard enough to 
dig his knees further into the ground, and that was when he saw it. 


The same look that had been on the kitten's face, when it's head had twisted so cruelly in front of the bus. 
Eyes rimmed in darkness and a mouth full of horror, everything around them melted into a murky puddle of 
nauseating reality. 

But despite the insanity of acceptance and the shock of such a bizarre thought, the only thing that occurred 
to Tobi before he slumped forward against the man was that he was really, really getting tired of fainting. 
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"Look, | don't know where he went, okay? You think we would have heard him or something..fuck, Eggi, calm 


down!" Felix paced back towards the log he had passed eighteen times now, hands fisted in his hair, arms up. 
Eggi stared at him from his perch on said log, hands folded and dangling between his knees. 


"I lost him.| lost him! Do you know what Jens, fuck, what everyone is going to do? They're going to freak out, 
Egg, completely flip shit. And Jens, and Tobi.they're gone too!" 


He planted one foot in the dirt, twisting and heading back in the opposite direction. Eggi continued to stare, 
trying not to smile. Probably not the best move, at this point. 


"Just you and me, now. Not exactly a real band, are we? Just drum and bass..oh god, Egg, we'll be like one of 
those club scene bands! We need to calm down...you need to calm down." 


Eggi couldn't stand it any longer. He leant forward, resting his head in his hands, and laughed long and hard. By 


the time he was finished he was wheezing, and the scowl on Felix's face would crack glass. 


"Felix," Eggi gasped, standing up and clutching his belly with one hand, slapping the other down on Felix's 


shoulder. "You're the one that needs to calm down! God, you should hear yourself. You sound like my mother!" 


Arms folded firmly over his chest, Felix's expression told Eggi just how unimpressed he was by his attitude. 
Eggi just grinned and patted his cheek, continuing. 


"Jens probably has Tobi now, and is dragging him back through the forest by his ear as we speak," he paused, 
reaching down to grab his backpack and sling it over his shoulder. 


"And Dirk.he probably took a wrong turn, and he's waiting for us all at the bus right now! Look.Jens was 
over-reacting. He's like that with Tobi, ever since Amsterdam. We should just head back and wait for them to 
emerge. That's when we tie Tobi into his seat and you can spend the rest of the drive threatening him with 


another haircut, okay?" 


Felix tilted his head to the side, frowning over the options until he finally agreed, signaling Eggi's victory by 
letting his shoulder slump. Only Eggi could get Felix to back down, no matter the circumstances. 


"Okay. Fine. And what about Amsterdam? | hardly saw either of them when we were there." 

Thats because you spent the whole time in the hotel bar, with a blonde girl in your lap.. Eggi thought to himself, 
deciding to keep that topic private for now. Some things needed to be discussed in less stressful environments. 
He just shrugged, resting his hand on Felix's upper arm and leading him back towards where they had come 


from. 


"| wasn't real supposed to tell anyone. But | mean.after all of this, I'm not sure it will matter. You see, Tobi 


broke into Jens's room one night..it was kind of stupid, really, but he got it into his head that...” 


Eggi let the words hang in the air, standing still between the trees and thorns. He frowned, wrinkling his nose a 
little and glancing sideways at Felix, his hand still on his bicep. 


"Felix?" he whispered, staring out into a clearing just beyond the last few trees, a bare patch of grass that 
certainly hadn't been there before. Felix was silent, but Eggi could feel him tense beneath his touch. 


"Was there a little house in the woods when we walked past here before?" 


Biting his lip in confusion, Felix shook his head. No. There certainly hadn't been 


eR 


Dirk walked the length of the patio several times before managing to convince himself that it was real. Up one 


side, and down the other, all the while staring at the strange furniture scattered across the cobblestones. 


A long table that stretched almost the width of the paved courtyard was covered in the strangest clutter of 
things he'd ever seen. Teapots of all shapes and sizes, cups that matched and cups that didn't, as well as 
spoons the size of his fist and knives that were rusted orange. Plates were stacked high with what might have 
once been food, and three dusty chairs had their backs to him, as well as several others dotted around the 


table. 
It looked almost like someone, decades ago, had hosted a fea party here. 
But that would be silly. 


Ah-huh. About as silly as disappearing bandmates and a courtyard that shouldnt be here, Dirk thought, rationality 


once again winning out over what he'd rather believe. Lying to himself never used to be this hard. 


He took a step forward, leaving the blue tiles of the border - which he had established were safe - and onto 
the red tiles that made up the inside of the patio. He hesitated for a moment, half expecting something 
catastrophic to happen, but nothing fell out from beneath his feet. Reassured somewhat, Dirk made his way 
towards the table. 


Long, thick cobwebs hung between the chairs and chained them to the table, arching between platters of food 
and old, cracked china teapots. Nothing looked particularly edible, and the small skeletons of dead rodents only 
helped to stay Dirk's hand. He shuddered, and turned to examine the chairs that had been facing away from 
him. He stared at them, particularly the largest in the middle, and almost bit through his tongue. 


A pair of eyes, although shrunken and resting loose in their sockets, stared right back. 


Dirk jerked himself backwards, nearly falling over the table and instead banging his tailbone hard against the 
carved edge, yelling in surprise. He tried to push himself back further but his legs had different ideas, and 
indeed most of those ideas centered around doing absolutely nothing helpful at all. 


He moaned softly to himself, a sick and helpless sound, as he tried not to stare at the mummified figure 
perched grandly in the dusty chair. It was small, child-sized, but the head seemed abnormally big. It would have 
to be, to support the huge purple hat still sitting at an angle. It looked like a vibrant lavender silk, but age and 
dust had curled it's edges, and eaten away it's shining band. 


"What the fuck is this place.." Dirk groaned, but no one save for the trees surrounding the terrace heard him. 
He shuddered and knelt on the ground, suddenly feeling as though his body weighed a ton, and shrinking away 
from this morbid scene would make it all go away. Instead, he found himself facing the feet of the mummy, 


dangling from their red velvet cushion like shriveled strings of dried beef. 


Pitching forward and bracing his hand against the leg of the table, Dirk vomited. His chest heaved inside of his 
sweat-sticky t-shirt and his stomach churned until he gagged out of desperation. He didn't have anything left 
to splatter over the cobblestones. 


Closing his eyes against any other surprised the table might hold, he reached up and pulled at a corner of the 
scarlet and gold tablecloth, wiping at his mouth. As he did so, a heavy spouted pot fell to the stones, smashing 


open. Dirk's eyes grew wide, and his stomach clenched like a vice. 


Red water dotted with brown, murky lumps flowed out over the cobbles. They caught in the cracks between 
the stones, fleshy, pulpy balls made stringy and slimy by years submerged. In the middle of the shattered 
china, a small skeleton lay. It was a mouse, curled into a ball with it's jaws opened wide, as if it had died 


screaming. It's bones were whiter than they should have been, bleached by scalding water. 


Dirk briefly considered swallowing his own tongue, just so he'd have something to throw up. 


"Poor Doormouse..” 


A voice stirred from the other end of the table. It came from behind a pile of cakes and tea-trays, hidden 
under cobwebs. It was old and tired, but with a lilt at the end of each word that hinted at some kind of 


amusement. 


"We told him not to sleep in the Teapot, you see. Told him that one day, Hatter would make a mistake, and 
forget to check. So busy laughing at his own jokes, you see, we didn't even hear mousy screaming. Or maybe 
he was just asleep, the whole time..you do see, don't you?" 


Dirk snapped to his feet, legs suddenly going rigid beneath him. He clutched his end of the table and stared 


over the clutter, straining to find the source of the voice. It was the ears that he saw first. 


They emerged, one by one, from the layers of dust and cobwebs. Long and slender, like that of a rabbit, but 
big enough to belong to a man. A reasonable assumption, as the voice stood taller, straightening it's long back 
with a resounding crack. It was, in fact, vaguely humanoid. 


The ears sprouted from his forehead, amidst hair so shaggy and brown it could have been fur. It's eyes were 
beady and black, set close to a nose wrinkled in the middle of it's face. Its mouth was far too small for it's 
rotting teeth, and the closer Dirk looked, the more the ears seemed to suit it. 


It was a rabbit - no, a hare - that had somehow been made half-man. 


"Holy shit." Dirk dug his fingers into the edges of the table, able to look away as the hideous hybrid of man 
and animal unfolded itself. It's limbs were long and twitched with a muscular alertness, despite countless years 
of sitting still. The clothes, once a fine suit in many vivid colors, was torn and patched in places, and where the 
fabric had ripped away from the seams, thick brown fur poked through. 


The hare tilted its head to the side and smiled cruelly, regarding the tiny skeleton on the ground with an 


almost fond expression. Then it began to speak, in a rhyming, sing-song voice. 


"Boil boil little mouse, why have a kettle for a house? Why not a seat, to sit at? Or are you hiding..from the 


cat? No more sleeping, little mouse. With scalding water, Hatter will douse." 


Dirk stared up at the hare, his eyes so wide they began to hurt. This was beyond fucked up. This wasn't a 
movie, or some nightmare as a result of too many nights spent tossing and turning on the bus. No. This was 
actually happening. 


"Wh-who are you?" He gagged on the words, choking them out and stepping backwards, his eyes threatening to 
roll back as he felt bones crunch beneath his boot. The hare turned to regard him, from where it had been 


picking with long, clawed fingers at the hat-wearing mummy. The Hatter, no doubt. 


"Poor, stubborn Hatter." it purred, a small pink tongue flickering out to polish brown, chipped teeth. A corner 


of one massive incisor flaked away, brown and rotted through. "I told him to leave the tea party, didn't |? He 


wouldn't. Oh no. He wouldn't leave. | told him that no more food would come. Not since she left." 
It's tiny black eyes grew hard and they trained suddenly on Dirk, regarding him with irritation and interest. 


"Have you come to fill my kettle?" it demanded, curling one paw-cum-hand and thudding it against the table. 
One of the Hatter's shriveled eyes came loose and fell to the table, landing on a dusty plate like an abandoned 


prune. 


Dirk shook his head, holding his hands up and backing away a slowly. He had to find the others. If this was the 
horror he himself had stumbled upon there was no telling what the rest of the guys would find. He moved a 
little faster, tripping on a shard of pottery and throwing his arms out to the sides. His backpack fell from his 
shoulders and split open on contact with the ground. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the teacup that Tobi had given to him roll out, and settle undamaged on 
the cobblestones. The hare saw it, too. 


"Where did you get this?" it whispered, rounding the table and sweeping the cup into it's hand so quickly that 
Dirk hardly had time to flinch away. The hare's other hand sealed itself firmly around Dirk's wrist. 


"l.l. That is, |." he stammered, shrugging and trying to pull away. The hare's grip was strong, too strong to 
break. Dirk swallowed. 


"A friend. He gave it to me. Um.l'm sorry, you can have it." 


The hare snorted gruffly in the back of it's throat, turning the cup over in the furry, padded palm of its 
hand. It studied the paintings carefully, the wings, and the red-eyed snake. 


"This cup is already mine," it laughed softly, licking it's brown lips and wrapping long fingers around the teacup. 
With one firm squeeze it shattered with a dull pop, slicing flesh and dripping red onto the stones. Dirk flinched, 


and the hare drew closer. 


"| didn't even introduce myself," it whispered, pulling Dirk closer and hissing hot, rotting breath on his cheek. It 
raised it's hand, dropping the broken cup and cupping Dirk's face, smearing blood and shed fur over his chin 


‘lm the Mad Hare of March, you see, and I've been waiting a very long time for you. We all have." 

It waved it's arm towards the table, the audience of dead, twisted things silent in it's welcome. The hare 
laughed, and Dirk wanted to run He'd give anything to feel the ground move away beneath his feet, to tear 
away into the forest and leave this behind him. Even if he stayed lost in the woods for the rest of his life, it 
would be worth it. The soft, hissed words of the hare brought him back. 


"Do you know why the call me the Mad March Hare, my wee man? Mmm? Do you know why March makes us 


hares mad" 

Dirk opened his mouth to yell, to beg, to let out whatever would come first, but rough bloody fingers pushed 
past his teeth and pressed against his tongue. The hare's blood tasted of sweet cream, sugar and honey, sour 
leaves, and cold milk. It hung on his tongue and became sour, tasting of bitter abandonment and resentful 
regret. Sad things happened to this land, and Dirk could taste every drop of it. 

Fat tears rolled from his eyes, and he shook his head no. The hare laughed. 


"Oh. Would you like to find out?" 


RK 


Fallen Angels 


Author's Notes: 
| won\'t apologise for what | do..but you\il never look at kittens the same way again. This is for londonbelow and 
madandy. 


Jens stood with his legs slightly spread, facing the hedge, with his hands in his pockets. 
Huh, 


He glanced to his left. The hedge stretched for miles, just as it had done in the other garden. It was the same 
to his right, a seemingly endless row of twisted green branches and protruding thorns. Strange..the other side 
didn't seem to have thorns. 


But the other side does have Tobi. 


He scowled at the little voice that was chirruping away inside of his head. It had made its first appearance in 
Amsterdam, after he had found Tobi in his bed, and it hadn't left him alone since. It was constantly whispering 
to him, warning him to listen to his gut, to watch Tobi, and the others. Jens never thought of it as crazy, or 


dangerous.just the soft voice of common sense. 


Having thrashed, yelled and pulled at the hedge for at least twenty minutes of frustration, Jens had given up 
and decided that staring was just as effective. His eyes raked the branches, searching for weak points or hints 
of movement. Flashes of color. Tobi's hair. Anything. 


The hedge gave him nothing. It was a wall, solid and impenetrable. Even the gap where Jens had been pulled 
through was gone, filled in by leaves too slick to allow him to climb. But that was hardly the most troubling 
thing about what had happened. 


Jens had been pulled through. Something had gripped him by the arm and yanked him away from Tobi, leaving 
him in a garden of screaming, burning madness. Jens bit the side of his cheek, sharp pain and a hint of copper 
bringing him back to the matter at hand. 


Worry about Tobi when you can actually see him. There are bigger problems now. 


Jens turned to face the part of the woods he now found himself in. It looked almost identical to the forest at 
the edge of the flower garden, dark and cold, with the soft squelch of rotting leaves shifting underfoot. It took 


him almost a full minute to spot the nagging difference. 


The trees here were huge. Abnormally so. The reached for the sky and the clouds with gnarled, twisted 
branches, each bough dotted with dark leaves intent on blotting out the sun. Roots the size of sewer pipes 
criss-crossed the forest floor, mushrooms the size of footballs nestled between the trunks. All of a sudden, 


Jens felt very small indeed. 
The dragonfly that buzzed overhead, roughly the size of a child's remote airplane, didn't help that feeling. 


He yelled and ducked, crouching beneath an arching root until the winged monster had flitted to another part 
of the forest. Surely, dragonflies didn't get that big. Did they? 


Jens shook himself, pulling his jacket closer around his shoulders as he stood and rested his hand against the 
bark of the huge tree that had given him shelter. Briefly, it occurred to him that he and Tobi should have 


seen the trees looming over the hedge from the other side. They were more than tall enough.. 

His head twitched to the side, dislodging the thought as paranoia. Now was the time for rational thinking. 
"Because, clearly, rational thinking is the best way to combat a giant forest, and shrieking flowers." 

Jens faltered as he took a step forward, once again steadying himself against a tree. The voice in his head 
sounded particularly loud, now. But, more worrying, it wasn't coming from inside of his head at all. It spoke to 


him from a branch high above his head, nestled in the dark of the looming trees. 


Pressing his back to the hedge, Jens searched the branches for a source. It was dark, too gloomy to make 
anything out, apart from the occasional flash of what looked almost like a white, toothy grin. It spoke again 


It seems you've lost your little pet on the other side of my hedge," it taunted, moving around him in a half- 
circle, as if jumping from branch to branch with each word. Jens whipped his head to the side, squinting and 
catching only half-glances of grey. What had Tobi said to him, earlier? 


tts the kitten, Jens | think he's the one doing this.’ 


"Bravo." The voice came from right in front of him, clearer and closer now. Each word ended with a grinding 


click, a scrape of bone-on-bone. 
Jens blinked once, shook his hair from his eyes, and before him sat the kitten 


Small and grey, almost exactly as it had been on the bus, except for its face. The kitten's eyes were bigger 
now, black and empty, reflecting nothing but darkness and wicked amusement. Its features now seemed almost 
too big for it's face, especially where there had once been a tiny, mewing mouth. It grinned at him, the corners 


of its mouth nearly reaching its eyes, each tooth gleaming and sharp, as if it strove to keep them that way. 


Jens had once heard the only way to describe a grin like that, a phrase mentioned long ago in his childhood. 


It was a Cheshire grin. 


eR 


"Well this is all a little fucking weird, isn't it?" 


Felix folded his arms, fingers resting below and above his elbows as he took in the sight before him. Eggi, 
standing beside Felix, could only nod his reply. 


"You'd think we would have seen it, walking through here the first time. Actually, you'd think we would have 


walked info it, considering we came through here five minutes ago!" 


Nodding again, Eggi took a couple of cautious steps forward. Felix, in his own frustrating way, was right. The 
little cream colored house with a red shingle roof and a sweet-smelling garden seemed to have appeared out 


of thin air. 


"Maybe there's someone home," Eggi mused aloud, sliding his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Felix glanced 


sideways at him, dark eyebrows raised. 


"You might want to reconsider that thought, Egg. If there's someone in there, they're probably busy stuffing 


children into their oven, or poisoning apples." 


Eggi returned the glance, grinning with more than a little calm tolerance. Felix smiled a little, shaking his head 
and ducking his eyes beneath his fringe. It may have been the most inappropriate place imaginable to consider 


such a thought, but Eggi certainly had a sweet smile. 


"Okay. Maybe there's someone in there. But if we get to the front door, and it's made of gingerbread, l'm 
running.” Felix nodded firmly, and Eggi laughed at him, earning another sideways grin. Together, they made their 
way down the copper-colored brick path. 


"I'm serious! One wart on the nose of whoever opens that door, and you're on your own. I'll be out of this 


place so fast, there'll be one of those little puffy-smoke outlines of me, you just wait and see." 
"My hero," Eggi snorted, shaking his head with a chuckle. 


The house didn't seem too..witchy, as Felix would no doubt put it. It was actually fairly pleasant. It looked 
vaguely similar to the small store Tobi had found everyone's gifts in, back out on the road. White-washed walls 
covered in cracked, age-faded murals. They were far too old now to try and make sense of, but were pretty 


nonetheless. Rows of flowers, unkempt and rotting, lined the path and a small, red door stood in front of them. 


The grass either side of the flower beds seemed freshly trampled, but no dirt was scattered across the path 


and no smoke rose from the chimney. 


"Shall 1?" Eggi gestured to the door, and Felix nodded. There was no way in hell he was going near that thing 
first, even if he suddenly felt like he should be protecting his friend. 


Eggi stood on the white-stoned porch, reaching out and gently rapping on the door with his knuckles. The knock 
echoed in the woods behind them and together they shuddered. No one answered. 


| guess that's that," Felix muttered, shrugging and turning to go. Eggi caught him by the shoulder. 


"Not so fast, or | start calling you Felix the fraidy-cat. One more try." He knocked at the door again, and this 
time it creaked on its hinges. The latch slipped and the door swung wide, opening into the empty cottage. Felix 
squeaked, 


"fuck this! He grabbed Eggi by the strap of his satchel and yanked him away from the door, reaching forward 
to pull it shut. "We're out of here, Egg. Let's find another way to the bus." 


Eggi wriggled free from his grip, slipping out of the bag and leaving it in Felix's hand. Fine, let him stay if he 
wanted to, but there was something in that house that needed to be seen Eggi could feel it. The house wanted 


him inside. 
And as soon as he stepped in to the single, empty room, he understood why. 


"F.Felix.." he croaked, reaching blindly behind him. Felix was through the door in an instant, grasping Eggi's hand 
in his own before he stopped short, eyes growing wide with horror and disbelief. 


"Oh my god." 


The house was empty, save for a threadbare rug spread off-centre in the middle of the wooden floor. Despite 
being sure there were windows on the outside, as well as a chimney, Eggi could see neither windowpane nor 
hearth of any kind. The whole place smelled strongly of pepper. Each detail registered faintly in the backs of 
Felix and Eggi's minds, but they were far too distracted by the rest of the strange little house to pay any 


attention. 


The four walls, and the ceiling, were covered with huge and grotesque paintings, each showing one of the five 


men. 


Eggi and Felix started, bug-eyed at the painting before them. It was Jens. He stared back at them with faded, 
brush-stroke eyes, each bleeding from the corner. Blood and foam seemed to gather at the sides of his lips, 
which in turn were cracked and red-raw. His arms were outstretched, his body forming a cross shape, and 

sinewy tendons hung from each wrist. It looked like someone had slipped a knife beneath the skin of each arm, 


and pulled backwards. Flaps of folded, limp skin hung towards the ground and exposed bone shone white against 


the faded wall. He looked hollow and dry, almost as if he were vanishing into the wall, into nothingness. He looked 
like an addict, waiting for the last vestiges of life to drain from his body. 


Eggi stumbled backwards, hitting Felix square in the chest, who steadied him with an arm around his waist. 
They stood there, pressed close, their frightened gasping filling the room. 


To their left, they saw Dirk stretched out across the wall. At least, they thought it was Dirk. His face was 
shriveled inwards, dry and wrinkled like the face of a mummy. No..there was no mistaking that forehead. It was 
Dirk, alright. His clothes had been shorn off by what looked like claws, long ragged scratches that sliced 
through cloth and into flesh, spraying blood across the morbid canvas. His face - what was left of it - was 
twisted into a gut wrenching scream, an more blood pooled on the ground beneath him, dripping amongst the 


remains of what looked like broken pottery. 


As they turned, Felix found himself staring into his own eyes. He clung to Eggi, wanting to turn away, to hide 
his face in Eggi's coppery hair, but he somehow forced himself to look 


In the painting, his eyes were beady and frightened, hardly even there at all His arms hung at his sides, palms 
facing out, and in the centre of each was embedded the face of a clock. His clothes, too, were ripped and 
bloody, but his skin was white and almost.almost silky. At his feet lay piles of crushed animal bones, tipped red 
with blood, and in the background of the painting was a deep, dark black circle. It almost looked like a hole. A 
rabbit hole. 


"Felix, | don't want to look." Eggi whimpered, shrinking back against him and shivering. Felix wrapped his arms 
tightly around Eggi's midsection and nodded, resting his chin against the back of his head and holding him close. 


"ll look for you. Just close your eyes." 


He pressed the palm of his hand over Eggi's eyes, wanting to offer him what little protection he could, and 
then turned to face the last wall. Instinctively, his arms tightened and Eggi let out a small groan, prompting 
Felix to relax a little. 


Eggi's image was splayed across the wall, painted like the others in a stylized, fairy-tale like drawing. It wasn't 
really even Eggi anymore. He was cut in tiny, oozing gashes from head to toe, from the tip of one 
outstretched hand to the other. Blood dripped down the wall like red polka dots splattered over the entire 
painting. If Felix looked at it much longer he wouldn't have even been able to see a person underneath the gore, 
just patched of red and pale pink held together by thin, precise cuts. Underneath it all were Eggi's eyes, hollow 
and haunted, as if he'd been put through a thousand terrible ordeals and now had the rest of eternity to 


remember them. 
Felix gagged and held his hand firmly over Eggi's face, pressing his own eyes against long, red/brown hair. 


"You don't want to see it," he whispered, and Eggi nodded into his hand. 


"Thank you." Together they tilted their heads up, opening their eyes and gazing at the ceiling. Tobi's face stared 


down at them. 


This last painting was different from the others. Tobi seemed unharmed, at least physically. The look on his 
face screamed otherwise. His eyes were wide and empty, like the hollow gaze of a dead body, laying naked on 
the coroner's metal slab. His lips, like the others, were dry and cracked but his mouth was open, and he 
seemed to be screaming for help. Felix had never seen such desperation before. Looming behind Tobi's left 
shoulder was a figure, tall and thin, but too shadowed to give away any features. The only thing that shone 


from the dark blur was a pair of red eyes, and a glimmer of sharp teeth. 


Another shadow sat at Tobi's feet, almost feline in size and grace. It too had eyes that shore, reflecting a 
painted light. In Tobi's right hand he held something small, rectangular, and dark It was a playing card, with a 
small black bird painted on it. The border showed the card to be the Queens of Hearts. 


As they stared together, something in the painting twitched. Simultaneously and silently, both Felix and Eggi 
heard Tobi's voice crying in the very back of their minds. 


He told them he was sorry. 


It was the last straw for Felix. Grabbing Eggi by the wrist he yanked him swiftly from the house, running out 
into the garden as fast as he could. He had no breath in him to scream, but he could hear Eggi whimpering 


and yelling just a foot behind him. 


Although neither of them had touched it, the red door slammed shut and the latch once again fell into place, 
locking Tobi's tearful apology inside. 


eR 


Dirk gagged against the fingers in his mouth, choking on fur and calluses as he tried to stumble back. The hare 
turned slightly, steering him back against the table. With the sweep of one huge arm, the hare cleared the 
table of cobwebs and clutter, sending pottery and tarnished silverware skittering away across the patio. 
Swallowing against the bitter, sticky blood smeared over his tongue, Dirk found himself trapped between the 
hare and the edge of the long, wooden table. 


He could think of at least a thousand other places he'd rather be right now. Somewhere quiet with a gun 
pressed to his temple was frighteningly close to the top of that list. 


Pressing forward, the hare closed in. Dirk stumbled again, tripping on the skull of the Dormouse and falling 
backwards, his hips struck the tablecloth hard. Nowhere to go, now. He lifted himself against the table, hoisting 
his hips up onto the edge in a useless attempt to scramble backwards. Suddenly it struck him, how this must 


look Pretty, skinny, long-haired thing trying to evade its attacker by crawling backwards onto a table, as the 


foe closed in, a glinting lust and hunger in it's eyes. 
Realization dawned like scalding water, like a ton of bricks to the face. 


The Mad March Hare. The fairytale creature, a guest at the Mad tea party. And what made hares so mad in 
March? Dirk gagged and slipped on the table, his arms buckling from beneath him and leaving him sprawled on 
the scarlet, velvet cloth. Hares killed each other in March, out in the real world, an insanity over-taking them 


for the simple biological need to.. 


"No.." he moaned, holding his arms up above his face. It struck him as a flimsy gesture of defense - there 
was nothing he could do to stop this monster. The hare braced one furred thigh against the table between 
Dirk's splayed legs and launched itself forward. A hoarse, bubbling, screaming noise oozed from it's rotting 
mouth, a sound that may have once been something akin to laughter. 


"Yes!" the hare roared triumphantly, kneeling before Dirk and yet still managing to loom over him. It twitched 
its head to the side and a red, sticky foam gathered at it's nostrils. "I've been so lonely, you see? So quiet, 
here for me. No other hares, in this land, no friends anymore. 


It gestured to the side with a flick of it's ears, and Dirk followed it's gaze. The head of the shrunken, child-like 
Hatter had rolled from it's brittle neck and onto the ground, where it lay nestled between two overturned 


chairs. Two empty eye sockets stared at them, the other having rolled to rest a few feet away against the 
silken hat. 


"Please, don't. l-I can't..this is, fuck, please!" Dirk babbled, still holding his hands above his face. Although now it 
was less a defense and more an attempt to hide the complete despair he knew was in his eyes. He could 
pretend it wasn't there, and that this wasn't happening, as long as he kept that look to himself. 


The hare cackled again, rearing back on it's knees and spreading it's arms wide, before clawing the tattered 
remains of it's own shirt and jacket free. 


"It will be March again, for the hares of Wonderland!" it shrieked, and the word resonated deep in the pit of 


Dirk's stomach. Wonderland? 


No..no..NO! 


Dirk tipped his head back to scream, but once again bony, furred fingers forced their way into his mouth and 
he bit down on the hare's fist. The creature didn't seem to notice, still laughing as strong claws ripped Dirk's 


pants from his waist. 


Sinking his teeth as deep as he could into bitter, gamey flesh, Dirk thrashed and bucked against the table. He 
had a small, horrible idea of what was to come, but concentrating too long on such a thought brought bile to 


his throat and red spots of terror before his eyes. His own fingers threaded in his hair and he pressed the 


heels of his hand to his face. 


This isn’t happening, please god this isn’t happening.. 


He managed to delude himself for a few moments, but reality was once again a hard fist to the face when he 
felt the hare shift between his legs. Dirk thrashed harder, kicked and flailed beneath the beast, but the claws 
in his mouth and one firm grip on his ankle held fast. That was when he felt it. 


Dirk had managed to ignore the cool air on his exposed lower half until now, but a new sensation jerked him 
back to the moment. It was hard, and yet soft at the same time, definitely wet and made more so by the cold 
air swirling around them. He closed his eyes so tightly he was sure they'd star to bleed. There was no 
nightmare to justify the feeling of abject horror he now knew intimately. 


It happened fast. Not fast enough to detract from the vile sickness of it all, but it wasn't exactly slow either. 
Strange, foreign, wet flesh slid over his hips and his limp prick, nudging and probing. With his eyes closed, Dirk 
could retreat away at least a little, but his imagination gave him no end of suggestion as to what was pressing 


against him. 


The hare released his ankle, briefly, to position himself but kicking free never once occurred to Dirk. He was 
paralyzed by the absurdity of what was happening to him, helpless to do anything more but whimper and gag, 
teeth pressed hard against the bones of the hare's hand. 


Something pointed and fleshy pressed against his ass and, despite his apparent paralysis, Dirk bucked upwards 
in fright. He shrieked and tried to twist away, wrestling with the hold the hare had on his mouth and on his 
mind, his bare hips thudding against the table with his struggle. The hare let out a short, sharp bark of 
laughter and crouched over the length of Dirk's body, leaning down to whisper in his ear. It's breath was 
warmer than it had been before, and it came in faster, more desperate rotting gasps. 


"Don't worry. We're all mad here." 


The hare snapped it's hips forward and Dirk bit down harder, a chunk of sweet flesh coming off between his 
teeth. 


He'd never felt so much pain. Surely, such torture without death simply didn't exist The thought comforted 


Dirk for a moment. Maybe..maybe he wouldn't survive this? 


The hare was jerking forward now at a ragged, broken pace, grunting hot and heavy in Dirk's ear. He kept his 
eyes closed, somehow knowing that at least hiding his mind from the terror above, around, and inside of him 


would make this easier to bear. 


Dirk felt himself start to bleed, sweat and blood mingling with something else to stain the long, mildewed 
tablecloth. Slowly, and surely, his head began to spin and he found himself drifting away from the claws that 
broke and splintered as they scratched against his teeth, and the..thing that he knew was tearing him apart 


from the inside. 


As he began to drift, clarity overtook insanity in Dirk's mind. Something horrible had happened here, that was 
true, he could almost smell the deteriorating sanity of this rotting land in the air. The Hatter and the 
Dormouse, although quite mad before, had apparently met their fates either willingly, or with little desire for 
the alternative of living. And the hare..the hare was beyond mad, driven wild and frenzied by an apparently 


unbearable change. 


Sympathy was a cold comfort for Dirk, as he struggled to feel anything beyond complete hopelessness. Finally, 
he felt his mind start to shut down from the outside edges of his conscious, collapsing inwards under the 
strain of trying so hard not to believe. His hands went limp and he stopped choking against a mouth of fur and 
blood, even his lower half relaxed against the hare's invasion, his legs dangling with dripping blood from the 


edge of the table. 


Just before he passed out, Dirk opened his eyes. He started up at the hare, looking into eyes that may have 
once held a spark of humor. Now beady and black, he understood that the hare was lost inside of his own mind. 
With the tea party over, and his friends long gone, the poor mad hare had nothing to distract him from the 
horrible truth behind his existence. Never would he find another like him. Never would he continue his chain, or 


leave his legacy. All he had now was pain, and pain was all he could share with those that stumbled upon his 


cou rtyard. 


Finally, the tiniest flicker of sympathy registered in Dirk's chest and he closed his eyes, passing out beneath 
the hare. 


The animal continued to thrust against him, straining and shoving forward at an erratic pace. He was less 
enthusiastic now, having seen his own hopelessness reflected in the human's eyes, and it held what as left of 
his heart in an icy grip. Abandonment and loneliness once again settled on his shoulders, and the hare crawled 
from Dirk and the table without climaxing. 


It slunk about the table for a few moments, considering the unconscious, broken, pale and bleeding man before 
him. With the same gentleness that he had used to keep his dear, dead hatter sitting in his chair for so many 
years, the hare took one end of the tablecloth and wrapped it over Dirk's body, sheltering him a little. It then 


lent in close, wiping sweet, sticky blood from his lips, and whispering against his ear. 


"Bad timing..bad timing.." it gasped, whiskers twitching as it backed away towards the woods. A renewed 
madness shone in it's eyes. 


"No time for tea, now. We're all mad here.." 


eR 


Tobi dreamed of wings. Long, membranous wings like that of a bat, or of a dragon, and eyes that glowed like 


fire. A small boy stood by a tree with a long, shining sword in his hand, facing the winged thing. But somehow 
it seemed wrong, misinterpreted almost. Slowly, the boy morphed into a young girl, dressed in blue and white, 
with a small kitten in her arms. 


The kitten peeked over her shoulder, grinning at Tobi. Other figures emerged from the shadows and closed in 
around her, sealing her away from anyone that might help. The winged beast descended on her, gleaming talons 


outstretched, and through the burbling screams the kitten continued to smile. 


When Tobi woke up, someone tender was stroking his hair. 


waAnwAndan 


The Devil and the Savant 


Author's Notes: 
| won\'t apologise for what | do..but you\il never look at kittens the same way again. This is for londonbelow and 
madandy. 


In his dreams, and in what could loosely be referred to as reality, Tobi reached out and curled his arm around 
the warm, soft waist against which he slept. It welcomed him with a smile, arms sliding around his shoulders 


and stroking his hair. 


"Jens." he murmured, turning his head to nuzzle further against a thigh that seemed almost too bony to be 


Jens. "M'sorry..about everything. | should have thought about it... 


Cold, slender fingers slid through his hair, gently kneading and tangling pale curls. Tobi moaned softly, half- 
asleep, his eyelids flickering against the harsh light attempting to wake him. 


"Jens?" He frowned slightly, sliding his hand over one thigh and plucking at threadbare pants. The faded, 


threadbare velvet didn't seem like something Jens would wear... 
lm afraid not, little music box, but would it make you happy to hear that he still lives?" 


Tobi jerked back, tumbling from the steps of the mausoleum where he suddenly found himself laying, and onto 
the damp lawn. The man with the red eyes sat before him, perched on the topmost step, with his legs spread 
and his hands folded between his knees. He smiled, and Tobi's stomach turned. 


"Who the fuck are you?" Tobi tried to arrange himself on the grass, chest sticking out and chin held high, a 


ridiculous farce of bravery. Now, if only he could keep from passing out once again... 


The man sighed, claw-nail tipped fingers combing back through hair so heavy with grease Tobi was surprised 
he could even lift his head. The smile was still on his face, frighteningly sickly and eager, but a tired light faded 
to a dull shine in his eyes. 


"More a case of who | used to be, I'm afraid. Hunted did |, the slithy toves, with jaws that bite, and claws that 


catch..." 


He made a weak, almost derisive clawing motion at Tobi, then shrugged and grinned once again. He clearly once 


considered himself to be a thing of greatness. 


"My jaws still bite, perhaps, but it has been long since my claws have had anything to catch. More time than | 
care to know has passed since | picked my way through the tulgey woods...” 


Tobi frowned at him, eyebrow raised. Sitting, legs askew and head hung low on the cold stone steps, this man 


seemed like less of a demon, and more a mockery of a monster, a frail shadow of something once great. He 


almost felt bad for him. 


"Look. Its not like | have any idea what you're talking about..because really, | don't, but | need to find my 


friends. | need to find Jens..." 

He trailed off a little, glancing back down the garden at the smoldering remains of the flowers. The odd stalk 
twitched, but it was subtle enough for Tobi to put down to a breeze. Denial was a wonderful thing. The man 
stood and offered his hand to Tobi, who after a moment's hesitation, accepted it and hauled himself to his feet. 


"Jens is well safe." he whispered as Tobi drew close against him, pausing for a moment before turning away. He 
resumed his post at the top of the mausoleum steps, long fingers folded together. 


"He saw you safely through the flower garden, and from the clutches of Lily and Rose long rotted away. But 


now..he finds himself in the mushroom grove, and an oracle soon comes his way." 


Tobi tilted his head to the side, hoping that as the words rolled from one side to the other they would start 


to make a little sense. 

"What do you mean, an oracle? Like..a prophet?" 

Flicking his fingers towards the hedge, the man shrugged. 

"A prophet, to put such a crude word to some use. A man who knows things. Like you, little Tobi-music box." 
He curled the words from the tip of his tongue which, on closer inspection, seemed almost a little forked. The 


rickname, and the delight with which it was spoken, gave Tobi the chills. 


"But.what about the others? Felix, and Eggi and Dirk? Do you know where they are?" Tobi paused for a 
moment, weighing how effective wishful thinking might be. "Are they still at the bus?" 


"Not at the bus, no." purred the man, as he stood and stretched his long, spider-like legs. They had seemed so 
much softer when Tobi was curled up against them. 


"Felix will slip away, down the rabbit hole, you see. He has lessons independent from you, that he must learn, 


Eggi will play the hand you dealt him, Tobi, at the risk of doubling his trouble. And Dirk..." 
He stopped, and even the breeze around them that rustled the hedge grew unnervingly silent. 


"Dirk has stopped for tea | am very sorry, Tobi, I..” 


Tobi dug his feet into the grass, a small part of his mind telling him it was the best thing to do to keep them 
from slipping away from under him. He stared long and hard at the man whose name he was certain he knew 


but had forgotten, before trusting himself to speak. 
"Is he..did someone, something hurt him?" 


The man nodded with a grave certainty, and Tobi felt his knees buckle forward beneath him. He fell against the 
grass on all fours and screwed his eyes shut, so tightly that pricks of light danced before him. Slowly they 
came together, and a small teacup spun in front of his eyes. Tobi moaned once, coughed, and vomited bile onto 


the grass. 


"Your grief is not unfounded." said the man, stepping forward and kneeling beside Tobi, pulling him against his 
chest. Tobi felt the fabric around the man's throat scratch against his cheek but he ignored it, and blocked 
the dried patches of blood from his mind. 


"But it is premature. | was awakened to protect you, and by extension your friends. | will see that no more 
harm befalls your Dirk. But you must stay here while | go, Tobi. My home, for you, will bring safety, but 


wander from here and you will find only madness. Understand?" 


Tobi nodded, closed his eyes and slowed his breathing as he focused on the way the man's hands pressed so 


gently to the small of his back. 


"Wait. forgot your name, I'm sorry." He blushed a little, pulled back to regard the man. He really wasn't all 
that bad to look at.extra teeth and bloody bandages notwithstanding... 


"Jabberwock," grinned the man, tipping his fingers from his forehead and bowing deeply as he stood. It was a 


name he was obviously proud of. 


"Don't you mean vabberwocky.like the poem?" Tobi wrinkled his nose a little, trying to pick his way between the 
twisted and nonsense language of the rhyme he'd been forced to struggle through in school. 


"No, no, a common mistake," the man laughed, shaking his head and pulling his long, tailored coat around him, 


giving an air of power and elegance despite his shabby dress. 


"If | were two, or more, | would be Jabberwocky, but there is no other like me, little music box. | am the only 


one of my kind, and hardly even that anymore. Doomed to be singular, | am the Jabberwock, at your service." 


He bowed again, and Tobi couldn't help a little smile. What the man.what Jabberwock lacked in choice of housing 


and dental care, he certainly made up for in charm. 


Tobi pulled himself up to the steps and sat on the middle one, chin resting in his hands as he watched 
Jabberwock disappear between the hedges as if walking into an invisible door. He glanced around the garden, 


avoiding the scene of slaughter at the flowerbed, and tried to think about anything except Dirk 


XE% 

Jens crouched amongst the leaves, hand reaching for anything that felt like a broken branch, his eyes locked 
firmly on the cat before him. 

"You're the one doing this, aren't you?" he shouted, trying to maintain his composure in the face of yelling at a 
tiny, talking kitten with a grin the size of half a pizza. It was easier to believe such a ludicrous idea once it 
replied 


"Don't think you're too special, sapling. You're just another toy for my mad children" 


Jens shuddered, the grating voice sending shivers down his spine and rooting his feet to the forest floor. his 
hand closed around a branch, sturdy and long by the feel of it, and his lip curled back in anger. 


"Where's Tobi?" he growled, his own anger at the horrible little thing surprising even himself. The kitten 


cackled, leaning a little forward. 

"By now? Who knows. Lost in the woods. Dinner for a hungry Bandersnatch. Maybe even.for mel” 

The thing laughed again, screaming pleasure at its own words, and Jens struck. He lashed out above his head 
with the branch, swung it blindly and felt it connect with something soft. He dropped the branch and opened his 
eyes, hesitantly looked up. The kitten was gone. 

Well..most of it, at least. The mocking grin still hung in the air. 

"Hurry hurry." it giggled, a small sharp tongue flickering out to polish one fanged incisor. "Much longer in these 
woods, and anyone as angry as you will find themselves locked away, wrapped up tight and pretty inside of 


your own mi nd." 


It disappeared with that, teasing, accusing words lingering in the air around Jens. He scowled to himself, folded 


his arms and searched the trees. 


‘lm not angry," he muttered to himself, taking once last glance at the trees before staring at his feet. What 


he wasn't expecting was an answer. 
"So you always scream and throw branches at talking apparitions, hm?" 


Jens cried out in fright and spun around, hand groping for the branch he knew now that he shouldnt have 


dropped. He stared, mouth open, at the figure before him, who smiled in return. 


‘Careful, son. There's no need to take arms against me. I'm not nearly as dangerous as that vile little demon 
spawn, and there's the added bonus of me having nothing against you. Leave that branch to rot down and join 


its fami ly." 


The amused voice belonged to a man no taller than Jens himself. His face was hidden under the brim of a huge 
hat, but he had a small and clever mouth that moved and twitched even as he stayed silent. Long grey hair 
fell around his shoulders but it seemed to lack any life at all, not even shifting in the wind. His clothes were 
too big, and hung from his shoulders like a sheet draped over a wire hanger, pooling on the ground around his 
hidden feet. One gnarled, emaciated hand curled around a long staff, and the other clutched a slim wooden pipe, 


empty and broken in at least two places. 


The wind circling restlessly around the two men picked up a little, and Jens wouldn't have been surprised if it 


had blown the old man away altogether. 


"Who..are you?" Jens cocked his head to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of the man's face. After having 
dealt with undead flowers and demon kittens already today, any extra eyes or bloody fangs wouldn't do to go 


unnoticed. 


"Whoo..are you?" the man repeated Jens's words, his voice a breathy whisper. He tilted his head back and let 
the sun shine on his face, which Jens could now see was pale and drawn. Not by age, but almost as if 
something had sucked the life from this man. His eyes were startlingly blue, but they craved something wicked. 


He turned to look at Jens, smiling without friendliness. 

Call me Father William. But | am not old like the poem, oh no. Just tired. | used to be a butterfly, you see..." 

He turned and walked away from Jens, heading into a darker part of the forest. The trees and plants were still 
inexplicably huge, but Jens became less distracted by them as he followed the old man, gingerly picking his way 


through tangled roots and thorns. 


"Okay..Father William, then. Look.have you seen a boy, a man, sorry, around here? Shorter than me, curly 


blonde hair, uh.hyperactive..?" 


Laughing tiredly to himself, ‘Father William’ led Jens to a small grove filled with mushrooms as tall as a mon. 
He climbed to the top of one, sat in the middle and fanned his battered robes out around his skinny haunches. 


"Was it the boy that made you so angry, Jens?" he breathed, and Jens's eyes snapped wide. 


"How do you know my name?" he demanded, ignoring the question and picking his way through the mushrooms, 


slipping and eventually sitting on one a few feet from the ground. The old man removed his hat, eyes sparkling. 


| know everything that comes and goes around here, my boy. | saw the horror that came, and the despair 
that stayed. | see madness now, every day, and it flows from that Cat like pus from a wound. It doesn't 


matter which way you lick it, Jens, the infection stays." 


He shrugged his robe from his shoulders, letting it fall and reveal stark white skin. The old man wore only 


mud-splattered pants now, and Jens had never seen such a scarred individual in all of his life. 

Each vein was visible through the nearly translucent skin, pulsing blue and purple, thudding in time with the 
beating of Jens's own heart. Scars chased each other across the man's chest, some round, some long and 
slashed, each one set deep and permanent over a vein. Little circles connected with lines of blue and black 
covered his arms, the palms of his hands, even between fingers that twitched with desire. 

He was an addict, Jens realized, and whatever he was addicted to must have been pretty horrific. 

"Then admire the leavings of my sight, Jens," Father William grinned gently, wetting his lips and leaning back 
against the soft, mossy surface of the mushroom. "Seeing so much requires a little something put back in, if 
you understand me. But now, with everything rotting and decomposing around me, it's so hard to see anything 


at all..." 


He tilted his head to the side, gazed mournfully at his broken pipe. All of a sudden, Jens felt something hard 
against his hip, and he reached into his pocket: 


It was the pipe that Toby had given him on the bus. Strange, he didn't even remember taking it with him. And 
it certainly wasn't full when Tobi had produced it from the bag... 


"My, thats a pretty token you have there. A gift from your boy, was it? May |." 


The old man had reached out to take the pipe before Jens even noticed it was gone from his hands. He 
shrugged, flinched away a little and wrapped his arms around his knees. 


"Help yourself. And he's not my ‘boy’. And I'm not angry with him, so stop saying that" 


Chuckling to himself, Father William ran his hands over the pipe, cooing softly and licking his lips, his old blue 


eyes sparkling with a new desire. 
"No? Not after what he did to you? Everyone knows, Jens." 


Jens straightened up a little, tilted his head and tucked his hair back behind his ears. A strand caught in his 


eyebrow ring but he ignored it, focusing on the man 
"What do you mean, everyone knows? How do you know?" 


His fingers shook slightly as they dug into the pocket of his jeans, fumbled with a pack of cigarettes. The old 
man draw a tinderbox from the pocket of his robe and struck a flame, ignited the pipe with a soft sigh. 


"| know everything, lad. The secrets of this land come to me at night and curl underneath my seat, for even 


they hide from the evil that now rules here." 


The old man lifted the pipe to his lips, his words rattling as he sucked smoke into his lungs. Every muscle in 
his body relaxed and his eyes rolled ever so slightly, tilted backwards as a hunger Jens could never imagine 
was sated. His own fingers twitched to roll a cigarette between them. 


"You know everything?" Jens paused, leaned back against his precariously wobbling mushroom. "Then tell me 


about this place. Tell me about that fucking cat, and what exactly is all going on here." 


Raising his hand in a gesture of silence, the old man filled his lungs and lay back, piercing blue eyes longing for 
the sky. Jens balled his hands into fists between his knees, trying to quiet the thunder of his own blood in his 


ears. 


"The cat?" Another rasping, retching suck on the end of the pipe. "The Cat with the Cheshire grin is the one 
that brought you here, but he was not alone. Oh no. She guided his hand..." 


Jens frowned. It wasn't exactly an answer, but it did strengthen one or two conclusions he'd been doubting. 


"She? Who's she?" he asked, leaned forward to rest his wrists on his knees. Shrugging, the old man quivered 
and licked the tip of the pipe with a dry, papery tongue. 


| can say no more of her. A rabbit hole will appear, son, beneath us and swallow us whole. The Cat does not 
work alone, but he knows not what he has done." 


The man spoke as if in a trance, letting words fall from his lips as he stared at the sky, cracked nails scraping 
over the bell-shaped pipe. Jens thought very definitely that he wouldn't be asking for that back. Instead, he 


pulled his matches and a cigarette from his pocket, and pressed one to his lips. 


"The Cat has become blind, his caution clouded by the love of his murderous hunt. Leading you into our land 
will be his downfall..." 


He trailed off, stopped suddenly and trained his eyes on Jens's fingers, his eyes flashing with the flicker of the 


matches. He leant in, cracked lips parting in wonder. 


"And what are these marvelous things?" he sighed, the whisper drifting to Jens with muted fascination. His 
fingers spread out from his body like tendrils of smoke, the pipe falling careless and ignored to the ground. 


Embers of burning tobacco scattered across the damp leaves, fading. 


"Cigarettes." Jens frowned, pulling back a little. The look in the old man's eyes scared him, made him uneasy. It 
was the look reflected in the eyes of so many refugee children, their images splayed across television sets in 

the hope of inspiring guilt and freeing checkbooks. The look pleaded and begged, but warned that as soon as the 
camera shut off they would take what they needed. Jens backed away. 


‘Sorry, | don't really have any to spare.but you can keep that pipe. It's all yours." 


He turned to slide from the mushroom and return to the hedge, but long, spindly fingers of bone and rot 


curled around his forearm, jerked him back. 
"Nooo. just one, hmm? The pipe is so pretty, but a little more, a little something new wouldn't hurt, would it?" 


Jens yanked free, grimacing as the old man's crooked fingers scraped over his arm like nails on a chalkboard. 
He shook his head and stood, pocketing his smokes. 


Sorry..no, | have to go, | have to find my friends. You've been very.helpful, but | have to leave now." 


Turning again, Jens shuddered and started back towards the other garden, before a shrill, pained scream 


stopped him. He whipped back to face the man, who was now on his knees, clawing at his own chest. 


"No! Nooo, just one, please?" he shrieked, digging a clawed nail into one of the fresher scars, barely even 
flinching as sickly, berry-blue blood oozed from the half-moon wound. "Don't take those away from me! They 
took my pipe, and they took my wings, now the needles won't puncture my skin and my lungs are no longer 
blackened by sweet smoke..don't take those away from mel” 


Jens tripped over his own feet as he reared back, a disgusted gagging noise burbling in the back of his throat. 
He had been right, this man was some kind of deranged addict, and now he wanted whatever Jens could give 


him. 


"Smoke. pretty smoke, sweet smoke.." he groaned, nails dragging from his chest to his arms, folded loosely 
across his hollow chest as his fingers begun to tear the skin from his elbows. "Fill my lungs, tar and fire in my 


throat, please. need to see, | can't see without my smoke!" 


His nails ripped the skin from his forearms in great, tattered shreds, digging into the soft inside of his elbows 
and letting the bloody, withered strips hang from his wrists. When only bone and muscle were left, he grabbed 
his own throat and scratched the flesh to bloody criss-crosses. 


"You're fucking sick." Jens muttered, producing his matches from his pocket once more and striking one, 
holding it in front of the shaking, keening man. He had seen the fire work so well on the screaming flowers, why 


not on this twitching, bleeding wreck? 


"Sick! Yes! And hungry.please.." The fire seemed to have no effect whatsoever, in fact the old man reached out 
and smothered the flame with his palm, squealing at the burn. Jens could smell his seared flesh, and a part of 


his subconscious registered the scent as hookah smoke. 


| don't have anything for you! Get away from me, | have to go!" He lashed out with his boot, kicking the near- 


corpse like man to the ground, where he writhed in desperate agony, moaning and clutching his hands to his 


face. 


He screamed for his sight, for his vision and his prophecies, tobacco-stained nails scraping at his eyes. Jens bit 
down onto his own tongue as he saw the tip of one nail scrape over a startlingly blue iris, slitting it like an 


over-ripe plum. The it was gone, both eyes disappearing beneath clawing, stabbing fingers with a muted ‘pop' 


Jens's feet twisted in the leaves and he ran, unsure if he was heading towards the hedge or into another 
deeper part of the forest. He didn't care; all he knew was that the retching, gagging screams were fading 
behind him, and that was a good thing, but a few words still echoed in the trees around him. 


"l used to be a butterfly! | used to see! They took my smoke and my pipe, my sight..they took it all.” 


eR 


Tobi lasted about twenty minutes before he wandered off. He hadn't intended on disobeying Jabberwock, it 
just.happened. He had grown bored, ignoring the still softly moaning flowerbeds and not thinking about the 


others, and so the obvious course of action was to explore his surroundings. 


He walked around the edges of the mausoleum until he knew every stone and sprig of ivy, every small carved 
animal that crouched at the corners. Every spider knew him, and he them, but as far as distractions went..this 


one left much to desire. 


So Tobi headed towards the hedge. He ran his eyes over the tangled, sturdy branches and glanced up at the 
Topiary flamingos staring down at him. They gave him a small shudder..not that there was anything particularly 
scary about flamingos. These ones just seemed to watch him with leafy green eyes. 


He ran his hands over the side of the hedge, surprised by how evenly it was cut. Someone must have taken a 


lot of care in this garden, before... 
Before the flowers went crazy, and The Jabberwocky moved in? 


Tobi shivered at the thought, moving on. There was no way, from what he could see, that Jens could have 
fallen through. All he could hope that wherever his friend was now, someone was taking care of him. Maybe he 


found the others. Maybe he found Dirk. 


A small hedgehog, startled by his footsteps and branch-rustling, squealed and curled into a ball, rolling beneath 
the bushes. For a moment, Tobi was struck by the humor in actually finding the prickly little thing in a real 
hedge, but then found himself distracted by the small door set in between the leaves. 


It hadn't been there before, but Tobi was willing to accept that. He was just about ready to accept anything 
this absurd garden could throw at him, and that thought alone was more chilling than a thousand tiny doors. 


He crouched before this one, discovered that the small brass knob turned easily in his hand. The door hardly 


came up to his knee, but it was wide enough to wriggle through, if he so dared. 


Which, being Tobi, saver of small wayward kittens and giver of gifts, he certainly did. 


waAnwAnan 


Holy Water 
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Felix didn't stop running until the breath wheezed from his lungs and his sides screamed at him to stop. 


Neither did Eggi, whose hand was still held tight in Felix's grip. 


The two of them had headed straight into the woods, tripping and stumbling through the undergrowth and 
trying to avoid the majority of the more deadly-looking thorns. Felix's fingers laced tightly with Eggi's and he 
refused to let go, not until Eggi's horrified moans became gasping pleas to stop. 


"Wh..wh..what.." Eggi gasped, wrapping his arms around his waist and doubling over, coughing and spitting into 
the dead leaves at his feet. Felix leant with both hands braced against a tree, sweat flowing in rivulets over his 


face and into his shirt which he pulled over his head. 


"| don't know," he hissed, wringing out his shirt and tossing it to the ground, where it lay over his bag. He 
caught Eggi's eye as he moved in the filtered sunlight, mistaking the brief glimpse of admiration for the 
detachment of shock 


"Heyl" he twisted, crouching in front of where Eggi sat against the trunk of a tree, grabbing his arms and 
shaking him a little. "Don't go passing out on me, alright? We still have to find two idiots who thought it would 
be a good idea to run off. | need you to carry my bag." 


Eggi frowned for a moment before offering him a weak grin and slapping him on the shoulder. Maybe the 
truth behind his look, and the way Felix's hair had been plastered to the back of his long, sinewy neck, was 
best forgotten 


"You're such a jerk" He rolled his eyes, slid down the trunk of the tree to rest on the floor of the forest. Eggi 
looked to either side, ran his eyes over the trees that surrounded them. Nothing seemed too out of place. 
There were a few shallow cuts on the trunks of a few huge trees, but it wasn't anything worth noting. They 
almost looked like strange little paper cuts. 


"Maybe we should.just go back, Felix. | mean, we can get a search team, people that actually know how to deal 


with stuff like this. Dirk's back at the bus, | bet, and he'll be worried" 


The corners of Felix's mouth twitched down into a sour expression and he reached up, taking Eggi from the 
forearm. His eyes were deadly serious. As grumpy as Felix had a tendency to get, there was always a playful 
light in his eyes. Seeing that fade scared Eggi more than any painting could. 


"We are not going back. We are not leaving anyone, Tobi or Jens, out here in this fucked up forest. Did you see 
what was in that house, Eggi? Did you see the shit someone painted in there?" he paused, shuddering, and 
tightened his grip. Eggi whimpered a little, the muscles in his arm tensing under Felix's hand. 


"Either someone out here knows us and led us to that house, or..or..." 


Felix swallowed, glanced down and closed his eyes. No matter how hard he worked the back of his throat, he 
couldn't force the words out. They sounded too ridiculous, too far fetched, how could any of them even 


suggest they were caught in the middle of something magic, gone terribly wrong? 
Felix, you're hurting me..." 


Eggi's frightened whisper brought him swiftly back to reality and Felix opened his eyes, jerked his hand away. 
He stared with shadowed eyes at the pale, yellow-rimmed fingerprints pressed into Eggi's pale arm, and his 
stomach twisted itself like a rope. 


"Sorry," he grunted, feeling almost like he should turn away dramatically, intent on stalking off through the 
trees. Every part of his body told him that was a bad idea, and simultaneously suggested moving a little closer. 
He did so, and Eggi leant in to rest his head on his shoulder, shivering. 


"That house..this forest, it scares me, Felix. What if Tobi and Jens, what if Dirk's..2" 


"No. There is no ‘what if. They're all going to be fine, it's like you said - Dirk's back at the bus, and Jens has 


Tobi by now. | promise you." 


His hand twitched as he gently pressed it to the back of Eggi's head. His fingers seemed to stretch and flex, 


encouraging his hand to stroke and smooth copper hair, but his forearm contracted and pulled them away. 


"You really promise?" came the small, muffled sound from somewhere in his shoulder region Felix wanted to 


laugh, but his voice had apparently followed his fingers, and refused to do anything useful at all. 


"| promise," he managed to squeak out, but the words sounded more like a hoarse growl than a reassuring 
whisper. Felix didn't fight it when his fingers tugged again at the rest of his arm, and then wound themselves 
tightly in Eggi's hair. 


Eggi made a soft noise against Felix's shoulder, shifting down a little to press his face against his chest. It 
wasn't a noise of surprise, or disgust, but of dearly needing to be close to another person. To ground himself 
amidst the horrors in which they found themselves. 


"Egg..look, when we get back to the bus, there's some things we need to talk about," Felix pulled back a little, 
but Eggi had smoothed shaking hands over his bare shoulders, and was already pulling him close. Felix felt his 
cheeks flush, the warm blush spreading over his face as Eggi pressed their foreheads together. 


"This place scares me, Felix, and | don't want to wait until we get back on the bus. | want to know now. | mean, 


what if.if we don't..." 


Eggi trailed off, pulling away to glance up, the tree-filtered sun reflecting fear in his pale green eyes. Felix 
moved to shush him, to stop him saying what was going through both of their minds at that exact moment, 
but Eggi ducked his hand and shook his head. 


"| don't want to die out here. Tell me whatever you want to say, and tell me it now." 

Felix felt as though he were watching Eggi through a television screen Here was his friend, his funny, crazy, 
nearly-as-insane-as-Tobi friend, saying the words that no one wanted to hear before Felix could say them 
himself. The blunt statement sounded strange coming from Eggi's lips which, more and more lately, Felix had 
spent a lot of time thinking about. 

"I know I've been an asshole lately. I'm complete jerk. And I'm sorry. | just... 

Eggi grinned at him, eyes gaining back a little of their humor, mouth twitching into a smile that said No, Felix, I 
havent noticed your complete ass-hattery of late, whatever do you mean’ Felix swatted weakly at him, bit into 
his lip until he found the words once more. 


"l'm jealous. OF Tobi. I'm jealous of Tobi. There." 


Frowning deeply enough to crease the pale skin on his forehead, Eggi sat back and rested on his hands, the 
small of his back scraping against the bark of a tree. 


"Tobi? You're.jealous of Tobi? What the hell does that mean?" He folded his arms over his chest, more 


annoyed than surprised, more surprised than amused. Felix scratched the back of his head, shrugged. 


"Yeah. But its not like that, | mean, I'm not physically jealous of him. It's the way he is. How..eager he is. If he 
wants something, he just takes it, fuck the consequences! And |.don't have that" 


Felix was leaning back on his knees now, squatting in the dirt with flushed cheeks and weakly gesturing hands, 
trying to find some way of getting his point across. Eggi just stared at him, incredulous. 


"Uh, should | remind you how we got here, Felix? How Tobi's impulsiveness got both him and Jens, and now us, 


lost in the forest of hell and freaky fucking interior decor?" 


His cheeks now a startling shade of crimson, Felix threw his hands up in the air and leant forward on his knees, 


reaching out and grasping Eggi by the back of the head. 
" | mean, like this! When he.l mean.fuckl!" 


With one hand full of Eggi's hair, Felix yanked him forward and crushed their lips together, leaving no option for 
either of them to back out. Eggi yelped and pushed his hands against Felix's chest, but it was purely reflex and 
as his shoulder slumped down, his chin tilted up and his lips welcomed the warm, wet glide of Felix's tongue. 


"Felix." Eggi whispered against his lips, ducking and tilting, still close enough to Felix that when he licked his own 
lips, his tongue grazed Felix's mouth as well. Felix didn't take the time to answer; he pressed his thigh between 
Eggi's knees and slid between them, grasping the firm lines of his jaw in either hand and pulling him close. 


Kneeling between Eggi's spread thighs, holding him against the tree, Felix pushed his tongue past Eggi's lips once 
more and kept it there. His fingers slid over his brow and into Eggi's hair, pulling his head back and trailing his 
wet lips over his throat. With a growl loud enough for only the two of them, he closed his teeth over pale skin 
and sucked gently. 


"F-fuck, Felix, please. If this is what you wanted, if this is what's been bugging you...” 


Felix nodded, but kept his eyes closed as he bit at Eggi's neck, hands roaming from his hair to his shoulders, 
over his arms and finally resting on his hips. His fingers, strong and firm, slid up under Eggi's thin shirt and his 
nails scraped over the hard muscles of his chest, scratched and plucked at nipples hardened by the tension 


Eggi whimpered softly and closed his eyes as his shirt was pulled up over his head, Felix grimacing with 
determination as he threw it over his shoulder. He sat back for a moment, paused in his silent onslaught to 


rake his eyes over Eggi's chest. 


"You're pretty. You know that?" he whispered, his vice hoarse and his words distracted by the rapid tightening 
of his jeans. The weak compliment sounded forced and awkward, but Eggi could see the honesty behind it. He 
smiled softly, reached up to tug Felix down, pressed a soft kiss to one closed eyelid. 


"Yeah, | get that. And..thank you, for taking care of me out here. In that house, and running through the woods, 
you never once let me go. Thank you," he mumbled, the words spilling from his mouth with an embarrassed 


blush. 


The two moved easily from then on. No more awkward mumblings interrupted lips pressed to soft, sweat- 
tinged skin. Felix's teeth slid over the knuckles of Eggi's fingers, his tongue pausing to probe a healing paper cut. 
Eggi moaned and shifted restlessly against the rough tree bark, lifting his hips as Felix pulled his pants free. 


With a soft moan, Eggi allowed himself to be turned, his knees resting spread on the soft grass with his arms 
folded against the trunk of the tree, forming a soft pillow to brace his forehead on. They didn't muddle their 
way through cumbersome, clumsy foreplay, instead grasping and scratching at each other's arms in 


desperation. Felix knelt behind him and, with saliva-slick fingers, gently stretched Eggi as he held him tightly 


around the waist. His arm was strong flesh strung on steel bones, and as Eggi squealed and shied away from 


the penetration, Felix pulled him back against two fingers and held him tight. 


‘It.it hurts, it's not." Eggi groaned, pressed his face against his crossed forearms and pushed back, if only to 
show Felix how much he needed him. 


"I thought you'd have done this before," Felix grunted softly, colour rising again to his cheeks as he flicked the 
button on his jeans. He pulled his swollen prick free and roughly grasped it, thumb sliding over the slick, wet tip. 


Offering a half hearted laugh, Eggi only shook his head and bit his lip, screwing his eyes shut and hiding his 

face. The absurdity of what he was doing and where he was doing it hadn't yet sunk in, but it lingered in his 
mind as the thought of something to hide from. Still, he pushed back and let out a panting gasp of surprise 

when he met resistance. 


Having moved in closer behind him, Felix pressed the head of his prick to Eggi's ass, barely stretched, and 
braced a hand on the tree beside his head. He pushed in roughly, grunted and hissed as he had to slow his 
pace, adjusting for how surprisingly tight he found Eggi to be. 


He swore and dug his nails into the flaking bark of the tree, feeling splinters slide beneath his nails. The grass 
stuck to the knees of his jeans and his eyes grew blurry, hips still pressing forward. Eggi was tight, incredbly 
tight, but if he stopped now he'd knew he'd never finish. Maybe he'd never get the chance again. 


Eggi bit into his lip, relishing the grounding taste of copper against his tongue as he hesitantly pushed back. He 
wanted Felix inside of him, something he knew he had needed for months now. The close proximity of Touring 


always threw him for an emotional loop, and this time it had seemed Felix was garnering most of his affection. 


Eggi just hadn't realized how good it would feel to actually have Felix leaning over his back, skin to skin, 
breathing heavily in his ear. 


"Th-there," Felix panted, an edge of relief in his voice as he braced his free hand on the other side of Eggi's 
head, pinning him to the tree. He rested only a moment, before his hands dropped to Eggi's waist and he 
started to pull out, hips rolling backwards. 


"Please! Don't stop, Felix!" Eggi cried out, biting into his own wrist to keep from further begging. Felix gently 
shushed him, scraped his nails over the long line of Eggi's hips before slamming back in. 


Eggi cried out and together they arched against the tree, the sun leaving dancing, filtered patterns on their 
skin as Felix moved back and forth, slow and gentle at first. Soon Eqgi's sobs of surprise and need turned to 


moaning gasps of pleasure, and his hips slammed back with a new urgency, 


Neither man lasted long once desire took over from grace and dignity. Felix slammed Eggi into the tree, 
scraping his knees on the ground and driving his cock forward, finally laying his claim on Eggi's soft, eager ass. 
Indeed, he fucked him like he owned him, fingers fisting tight in bright copper hair and surprising teeth marks 


on his shoulder blossoming pink, not soon to fade. Eggi pleaded for more, rolled his hips back to meet each 
thrust before he felt a new wave of pleasure build in the bottom of his abdomen, already more intense than 


anything he had felt before. 


Felix felt him clench and stiffen before he heard the keening moan, and although he knew he had no right to 
give it, he pressed his lips to Eggi's ears and whispered permission. Eggi bucked once, slammed his chest into 


the tree and came hard 


With one hand pressed to the small of Eggi's back and the other wrapped tight around his waist, Felix held him 
still until the last shudder had faded. Only then did he let himself relax, coming with such intensity that the 
forest and the pale, naked man beneath him faded to black for a moment. He grunted and hissed, leaving Eggi's 
gasping breaths to echo alone. Felix had no need to announce his triumph to the forest. This was his victory, 


and he knew he could never treasure the spoils enough. 


"You okay?" he whispered, growing concerned after a few moments silence. Eggi glanced up at him from where 


he had fallen against the base of the tree, a curled ball of red hair and flushed skin He nodded. 
"Mmm. Yeah. Cold. Surprised..." 


Felix frowned a little and immediately reached for their clothes, helped Eggi slip into his jeans. He paused a few 
times, running his eyes over Eggi's chest and forearms. The bark of the tree must have been rougher than 
they thought - Eggi's skin was covered in row after row of tiny, thin cuts. He'd only ever seen the edge of 
paper leave such perfect wounds. 


"How do you mean, surprised?" he asked, leaning back and offering Eggi his shirt. Aside from the bloody little 
cuts, the odd bite mark still shone with angry pinkness, and little oval bruises peeked over the top of his jeans. 


"By you. Just..didn't expect that, is all. | wanted it.fuck, | wanted it. But | thought I'd have to get you drunk. 
Maybe knock you out." 


Felix laughed softly, and he felt the tension run out of his body like water from a faucet. All of a sudden being 
lost out here in the mother of all mind-fucks, and months on the road, didn't seem quite as hopelessly awful 


as before. 

He reached out and wrapped his arm around Eggi's shoulder, drew him into his lap and kissed the side of his 
head. Together they sat with their eyes closed, not wanting to open them for fear of catching a pair of beady 
eyes in the dark, some twisted creature watching them. No, they wanted to keep this for themselves. 

It was in vain For the first time since the five men had been led into the rotting wonderland, no vile, mad 


abomination hid lurking around the corner. They were alone, and together. 


eR 


The branches of the hedge, small and jagged, plucked and tore at Tobi's clothes as he crawled through the 
door. His knees crunched against dried leaves and dirt stacked under his fingernails. It seemed like this wee 
tunnel was much longer than the hedge was wide. Maybe it was a door like this that Jens had been pulled 
through, and it had happened far too fast to see? 


He shook his hair free of a snagging twig and narrowed his eyes at the beams of light before him. The end of 
the tunnel neared, opening wider and wider until Tobi found himself crouched on the edge of an enclosed 


meadow ringed by trees and vines. 


Glancing over his shoulder, Tobi let out a soft breath of surprise. He had left the hedge behind, and this end of 
the tunnel opened right in the middle of a squat, round tree. He closed the door behind him, and the seams 
faded perfectly into the wood. The door was gone, and so was any way of getting back into the Jabberwocky's 
garden. 


No going back now, Tob, he thought to himself, standing up and straightening his back, groaning at the muted 
cracking of joints. He hated to admit it, but twisting across a stage every day and arching up in bed every 

night was starting to take it out of him. He thought of Jens at that point, and the guilt settling in his belly 

twisted his gut. 


He looked around the meadow, shielded his eyes from the bright sun that seemed to shine stronger here. The 

grass was vibrant and green, lush and full of moisture, nothing like the brown and dying garden he'd just come 
from. The middle of the meadow seemed somewhat trampled and a few of the trees bore deep gouges on their 
trunks, but Tobi paid it no mind. He was starting to get the feeling that the more attention you paid to this 


land, the more dangerous it could become. 
Of course, as soon as these thoughts entered his mind, the roaring began. 


At first, Tobi thought it was the Jabberwocky returning to his garden to find his prize had vanished. But the 
roar was coming from the other side of the meadow and it sounded far too familiar, not like the roar of a 


man. This one was hoarse, deep and booming, but with an edge of weakness to it. 


The roar was answered by a shrill, whinnying shriek, and all at once two of the hugest, most magnificent 


beasts Tobi had ever seen burst through the trees and into the meadow. 


A lion the size of a small truck was thrown to the ground, skidding across the wet grass and sliding to a stop 
only feet from Tobi. Slapping his hand over his mouth to keep from yelling, Tobi turned back to the door-tree 
and grasped the lower branches, hauled himself upwards. He climbed, glancing over his shoulder every few 


moments, before reaching a natural platform high above the ground, far enough to be out of harm's way. 


The lion stood and shook himself, his hugely shaggy mane rustling as it swayed about his face. The beast 
looked magnificent, standing proudly on four paws and pulling his head back, snarling at the trees. Only then, 


when the lion walked further into the clearing, did Tobi see the true state of things. 


Golden fur was matted in places, around the neck and stomach, tarred thick with what must have been blood. 
Deep, freshly healed wounds ran along his sides, and as each paw lifted from the grass, broken claws hung 
limply from threads of sinew. The lion looked soundly beaten, but still he roared and snarled, paced the tree line 
and waited for his attacker. 


It came with the pounding of hooves, thundering into the meadow and kicking a spray of dirt into the air, 
bloodstained hooves trampling the grass. The white horse was massive, even bigger than the lion, but equally 
worse for wear. Claw-shaped gouges streaked its sides and oozed clotting blood into the silvery-white coat. It 
was a sight to behold; eyes clouded white with blood lust rolled listlessly either side of a flaring, panting nose, 
mouth hanging open and shooting a red-flecked mist of steam with every breath. 


Tobi squinted from his platform, staring at the horse with renewed fascination. In the middle of its forehead, 
nestled between the silvery strands of a flowing mane, was a single, cone-shaped horn It shone in the sun, but 
like the claws of the lion, it was chipped and splintered. The base of the horn was red and raw, with a few 


fractures disappearing into the skull of the..well, the unicorn. 


Shielding his eyes once more from the sunlight, Tobi noticed something that shone and glinted at him from the 
unicorns mane. Tangled in the silver-white strands was a chain of gold, and from it hung a small crown-shaped 
pendant carved in filigree and set with garnet gems. The Lion watched the adornment sway in time with the 


restless pacing of the unicorn, his eyes fixed on what must have been his prize. 


"Always, these two, fighting for the crown.” whispered a voice behind Tobi, and he started so violently that he 
nearly fell from his perch. A strong, black-clothed arm wrapped around his waist and pulled him close, holding 


him down and out of sight. He looked up, and the Jabberwocky smiled at him with a mouthful of wicked teeth. 


"| should have locked you in my house, little toy accordion, but | admit the thought of sealing away someone as 


pretty as you was too cruel for even myself. Now, however...” 
Tobi squeaked pathetically, but the guilt in his eyes softened the Jabberwock's, and he shrugged. 


‘Mmm. | suppose | shouldn't be too hard on you. After all, doors are made to be opened, and a fight such as 
this one is fought to be watched Come here." He tightened his grip on Tobi's waist, pulled him closer and held a 
small branch to the side, offering a better view. The Jabberwocky whispered commentary in Tobi's ear, and 


together they watched. 


"See now, how the lion lunges for the crown? Their real prize was lost when our word fell to a madness even 
we couldn't understand, you understand. But much like all of us, little Tobi-music box, these two beasts of 


your fancy can do only what they are made for." 


The lion coiled back on his hind legs, a mass of rippling muscle and tensing tendons, before leaping onto the back 
of the unicorn. The unicorn shrieked and whinnied as it galloped raggedly across the grass, tried to shake the 


lion from its back. Fresh blood ran from old wounds and the Unicorn wrenched its neck back, gouged the side 


of the lion's face with the tip of its horn. 


"They'll kill each other." Tobi hissed, pressed tight against the Jabberwocky's side, his eyes huge and his lips 
parted with amazement. The sounds of the battle were deafening and he could smell the sweat of each beast, 


but he couldn't look away. Not for a moment. 


"Yes, they will," Jabberwock tilted his head in agreement, his red eyes cool with the setting sun, watching the 
lion and the unicorn clash as they had done a thousand times over. "But they will fight again, over and over, 


until they are drummed out of town" 
Tobi turned a little, rolled onto his side and looked up at the Jabberwocky, frowning. 
"What do you mean, drummed out of town?" 


Jabberwock smiled softly, still watching the action below them, although a sad light in his eyes reflected the 
dusky light. 


"The fight over the crown, between the Lion and the Unicorn, is one of the few tales this land, my land, still 
holds to itself. So much has been lost here, rotted away by change and time, that it's rare to see such a 
traditional battle still being fought. Master lion and master unicorn cling to their purpose, Tobi, and that stops 


us from decomposing and breaking down altogether." 


Tobi nodded silently, a quiet blanket of sadness having been placed firmly over his shoulders. He watched the 
fight continue; indeed each combatant looked weary with pain and madness, but still they fought. It was, he 
supposed, all they knew how to do. 


"Something horrible happened here, didn't it?" he whispered, barely breathing the words, and the Jabberwocky 
nodded. 


"As wicked a mind as shared by so many of my fellow creatures here, it was worse than even we could have 
imagined. Our society of madness and calamity, chaos and absurdity, collapsed in on itself. We lost what we 
shared, Tobi, what we all held in common, and without it we fell like a house of cards." 


He rolled onto his back and closed his eyes, listening to the clash of claws and hooves without needing to 
witness it. Something in his sallow, near-dead face spoke of a great loss, of devotion and loyalty that no longer 
had an anchor, and Tobi felt terribly sorry for him. Man or monster, the impossible creature that lay before 


him was hurt, and Tobi could barely stand it. 


'Is.there anything | can do to help?" he frowned at his own words, but spoke them with conviction nonetheless. 
He was Tobias Sammet, after all, and if there was one thing he couldn't pass by, it was the desire to help a 


friend..no matter how much a certain friend's poem of origin had scared him as a child. 


Jabberwock opened his eyes and they shone once more, glittering with a renewed red glow of hope. He sat up 
and grinned, spreading his arms wide. 


"Why, that's exactly why you're here, my delicate little musical toy! That's why she brought you to me, why 
she used the last of her hold here to pluck at that vile little cat like he was a puppet!" 


Tobi sat up and folded his arms, a frown set firmly on his face. Jabberwock's smile faltered a little, and he 
arched his eyebrow as Tobi cleared his throat. 


"Look. | don't know what's going on here. | have a fairly firm idea of where | am, but the rest is all a mystery. 
| get it - you're all crazy, and something bad happened, but if you don't stop talking in circles l'm just going to 


leave!" 


The Jabberwocky held up his hand, parted his cracked white lips to speak but Tobi continued regardless. Even 
the lion and the unicorn seemed to have paused in their onslaught. 


| want to know what the fuck you're talking about! | want to know where my friends are, and if they're okay, 
and..and | want to know what happened to Dirk!" 


He petered out slowly, his puffed-up chest deflating like an old balloon, and Jabberwock watched him with some 
amusement. Eventually, he held out his arms and, against any better judgment he might have had, Tobi 
shuffled forward on his knees and curled in against his chest. 


"You want to know the truth, my tired little songbird. Alright. | will tell you the truth. Dirk was hurt, badly, 
both his body and his soul. He will live, there's no question there, but unless our wonderland offers him some 


relief, his mind will die and he will go insane." 


His words were blunt, forcefully put and painful. Tobi felt like a red-hot rod of iron had been shoved into his 
gut and twisted until all he could feel was a burning lump of coal stuck in the very back of his throat. 


"Wha-what happened..?" he choked the words free, twisting against Jabberwock's chest to look up at him. The 
Jabberwocky shook his head gently, stroking a discoloured, broken-nailed hand through Tobi's hair. 


"You do not need to know the specifics, for as his mind drips the memories away within itself, they will be lost, 
and none but the maddest of us all will know what truly happened. All you need to know is that he is safe now, 


somewhere hidden, and his mind has the ability to start healing." 


Tobi shuddered and retched a little, curled in close and rested his head on the Jabberwocky's chest. The beasts 
below them resumed their clashing and shrieking, however now as they grew tired, each offense was slightly 
muted. 


"Jens is well safe," Jabberwock threaded his fingers once more through Tobi's hair, dropping the words with 
sweet notes of rest in his ear. He felt Tobi tense at the mention of Jens, and although he too was privy to the 


incident in Amsterdam - the pictures were so vivid in Tobi's mind that it was like paging through a storybook 


- he let it go with a gentle touch to Tobi's face. 


"He has had encounters of his own, but it seems a stoic refusal to accept the extraordinary has kept him 


grounded. Wonderland has never encountered such a serious man" 


Tobi laughed softly at that, nodding and watching the lion tire on the meadow beneath them, slumping to a 
great red and golden heap in the middle of the grass. The unicorn, barely able to stand, whinnied its success. 


Jabberwock continued. 


Felix and Eggi," he paused, a hint of smug amusement in his voice, "have each other. Together they are strong. 
Felix, alone, will take the strength with him and Eggi will be helpless. Whisper quiet words, little Tobi-music box, 
that your friend Felix doesn't run" 


He glanced down and smiled warmly, stroking Tobi's hair back from his face. He was sound asleep, curled in his 
arms with his legs stretched out on the flat bark like a tiny tree-dweller, his chest rising and falling with easy 
breaths. Jabberwock laughed softly and continued regardless, knowing his story would filter and twist Tobi's 
dream. He leant down and trailed his cold, fang-scarred lips over Tobi's cheek, weaving words and fingers into 


his hair. 


‘Long before you were born, sweet song, a girl came to our land. She followed the rabbit in white, who still 
clung to his somewhat rattled sanity in those days. She intruded, ruined, stuck her little button nose where 
most noses had the sense to stay away. She left our court and our world in ruins, sent our Queen into hiding, 


and all because she chose the word of the Cheshire Cat." 


He paused for a moment, the very words bringing a bad taste to his mouth. Although the Jabberwocky 
himself had been dead long before any of this took place, reality had seeped into the corners of his healing 
dreams as he lay still in his tomb, watching the horrors unfold. He despised the cat, his loyalty to his queen 
still flowing in his dry veins. 


"The girl was selfish, Tobi, and she meddled in our affairs without any care for the repercussions. Without our 
Red queen to maintain what we consider order, life came to a still. The cat, already drunk on victory, assumed 
control of our land and used it for his own games. He ignored the routine madness, let the flowerbeds starve 
and the tea kettles run dry, caring only for luring innocent men and women here through the forest, watching 
them lose their grip on sanity and join his mad army. His mind grew fat with power, and his body faded away 


with corruption" 
Jabberwock felt Tobi stiffen against him some and he ran a hand down the center of his back, gently soothing. 


"Soon enough, the white rabbit joined the cat, two fanatical tyrants covering Wonderland in blood, although the 
cat still pulls the strings. But in his greed, Tobi, in his eagerness to bring so many sacrificial lambs into our 
borders, he was careless. The five, you and your friends, Tobi, will set us free. This land needs you, boy, but 
even the soil and the trees have not escaped the insanity of isolation. Wonderland may very well kill the men 


needed to save her." 


Tobi sobbed loudly, a gasping, hitching breath that caught in his throat and made his lips shiver. He shook his 
head and reached out weakly, and the Jabberwocky slid their fingers together. 


"Shh. That is why | have finally been woken. My queen is brilliant, Tobi, and when my head tumbled and my 
blood flowed, she preserved me in this patchwork body, knowing that one day | would be needed. | alone cannot 


stop the tyranny of the cat, Tobi, but with you to fuel me...” 


He trailed off with a wicked, sharp-toothed smile. There were parts of the story Tobi didn't yet need to know, 
parts that would be saved if there were to be such thing as an ‘after’. Jabberwock slid him gently from his 
lap and straightened up, leaving Tobi to sleep as he descended from the tree. 


His long, black coat wrapped around Tobi's still body, he walked into the meadow in just boots, trousers and his 
torn shirt, bloodstained gauze still wrapped about his neck. The lion lifted his mighty head and the unicorn 


sniffed the air, hooves thudding forward to meet a fellow creature of wonder. 


"You are both so brave," whispered Jabberwock, resting his hand on the mane of the lion, and stroking the long 
nose of the unicorn "So many others have left their purpose behind, locked in a deadly routine that no longer 


keeps them alive. I'm sure the temptation to truly die is overwhelming.’ 


The lion rumbled his agreement, but the unicorn whipped his head back, bared white teeth. The Jabberwocky 
laughed. 


"Shh, beast. We have all made sacrifices for this land. Even those that do not belong here have already shed 


their blood for her. Now your turn to give has come." 


He reached into the unicorn's mane and freed the gold chain, closed his hand around the tiny gold crown and 
moaned softly. The gems burnt into his palm with a familiar sigh and he felt power tear at his back, a gift 
from his Red queen. 


The unicorn knelt on the grass and lowered his head, while the lion looked up with sad, dark eyes. For the 
briefest moment, a twinge of sadness and guilt registered in the empty chest of the Jabberwocky, but his 
loyalty to his queen flooded and drowned the empathy. 


"I know. | have taken your purpose from you, and soon the madness of despair will fill this meadow as well. But 
it won't take long, | promise you. Soon you will be warring in the towns, feasting on Brown bread and White, and 


more Plum cake than you can eat. Your sacrifice will not go unrewarded." 


He stroked the mane of the lion and petted the unicorn's strong neck before turning away. His back was aching 
now, fresh red blood flowing in his veins and leaking into his shirt. The two warring beasts of the meadow 
watched him remove his clothes, finally unwrapping the bandages from his neck and exposing the grotesque 


wound to the night air. The cut encircled his neck, bloody and scarred, never to fully heal, and as his neck and 


throat began to stretch the Jabberwocky ran a nail over his mortal wound. It made a soft snicker-snack 


Wings tore forth from his spine, great bat-like things that dripped blood onto the trembling grass. His hips 
pulled backwards together and formed a long, powerful tail as his mouth pushed out, a black cone of teeth and 
sticky, blood-sweet spittle. Nails formed claws and bones snapped as they changed, all the while growing in 
height and horror. 


The lion and the unicorn shrunk back to the trees as they watched, whinnying and whimpering in fear. The 
monster before them was a true creature of horror and fairy-tale. Nothing as grotesque as the Jabberwocky 
in its true form had ever been replicated in Wonderland, or in any other land, and now it stood tall, proud, and 


very much alive. 


He was back, and he was hungry. His wings stretched with the creaking groans of disuse, but his forked tongue 
lolled from his mouth, tasting the air. The scent of his prey was bitter and matted with blood, but the 


undeniable taste of sweet tea lingered. 


The Jabberwocky beat his wings once, and his return to form was as real as the tiny gold crown still strung 


around his long, worm-like neck. He was hungry, and tonight he hunted the Hare of March. 


eR 


Jens had stopped running a long time ago. His feet had pounded through the dead and dying leaves until he 
couldn't run anymore, and after that all he could do was walk, glancing over his shoulder ever few seconds. The 
old man, the addict, had scared him more than he thought was possible, and indeed he had been fleeing for 


nearly two hours. 
Y 


His chest ached as he came upon what looked like a small clearing, and his sides were screaming for a break. 
Still, he scanned the small, lightly wooded area carefully and only once he had deemed it empty did he enter. 


After his last two encounters with open areas, he was starting to feel like he was safer in the woods. 


The area wasn't very big, only several feet on either side, and the stump of a huge tree stood in the middle. 
Although higher than himself, Jens could make out the edge of a round, thick bird's nest resting on top, and 
from the lack of any feathers, broken shells or other signs of life, Jens felt it safe to assume that the nest 
was empty. He walked forward, pulled his hands from his pockets, and started to climb. 


The tree gave him branches willingly, a sudden handhold appearing where there was no branch before. His 
climb was easy, and even the rough twigs of the nest felt soft when he grabbed the edge, hoisting himself 


over. 


It wasn't the fact that the nest was already occupied that surprised him. Jens had half-expected it, choosing 


exhaustion over commonsense. No, the thing that shocked him was the way Dirk's eyes were set so deep in his 


head that they seemed to stare out at him through a black fog. 


"DIRK" Jens tumbled into the nest, grabbed his limp friend by the shoulders and shook him. Dirk's head rolled 
back and hung to the side, his mouth open. He was alive, his breathing strong and steady, but his fog-covered 


eyes were empty. 


"Dirk, hey, man, come on.come on, Dirk." Jens muttered, settling in the bottom of the deep nest and pulling 
Dirk into his lap. He was wrapped in some kind of thin blanket, keeping him warm and hiding... 


The blood stained Jens's hand as he pulled the blanket free. It was dark and sticky, obviously old and no longer 
flowing, but it was blood nonetheless. The blood of his friend Scraping claw marks lined Dirk's face and neck, and 
under his clothes they stuck to the fabric with even more dried blood. His hair was tangled and his eyes stil 
held no life. Beside his legs, nestled in the downy moss and leaves, were the remains of a shattered china 


teacup. 


Jens felt helpless as he held Dirk close. Something horrible had happened, but there was no way of him knowing 
what. It could have been the old man.maybe it was that cat? Or maybe it was something else he had yet to 


encounter. 


Tears welled in his eyes and his stomach filled with cement as his arms tightened around Dirk's shoulder, 
intent on keeping him safe. Tobi was still out there..Eggi and Felix were probably lost, too. Had other, equally 
horrid things happened to them? Was he the only one that had escaped torture so far, or was the beast that 
had done this lurking in the shadows, just waiting? 


Exhaustion soon overcame fear, and no matter how hard he resisted it, Jens fell into a light, fitful sleep. His 
mind was still awake, and all through the right it whispered suggestions of what could have hurt Dirk so badly 
he would retreat into his own dwindling sanity. 

Only after Jens was fast asleep did Dirk start to sing. His mouth moved of its own violation, perhaps in 
response to the beating of strong, bat-like wings overhead, or maybe just in an attempt to hold on to some 


sort of humanity. He shifted in Jens's protective grip, and his wide open eyes stared out into the black forest. 


"A very merry unbirthday to you, to you..a very merry unbirthday to you..” 
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The clearing was red. 


Tobi rubbed the last wilting cobwebs of sleep from his eyes, stretched until his back popped. Several birds 
that seemed to share his impromptu home fussed over the unpleasant noise, but showed no other signs of 


displeasure at their human guest. 


But twitter and tweet aside, the clearing was still red. So crimson, in fact, that Tobi wondered if had slept 
through the entire day, and the grass below him had been painted by the sunset. The moon laid his theory to 
rest within moments, however, casting a silvery glow over the wet blades of grass. Each spear looked like a 


point of obsidian, but the culprits behind this odd vermilion colour scheme had left their tracks behind 


The unicorn's head was all that was left of the beast, majestic though it had been. The horn, grooved with 
delicate spirals, was broken at the middle and splintered to the bone. It lay beside the remains of the white 
horse, almost hidden beneath a cowering willow, in a more dense patch of what Tobi had to assume was blood. 


The rest of the beast, flanks, belly, spine, hooves, was nowhere to be seen. 


The lion was in a similar state, and Tobi's already troubled stomach gave a violent clench at the sight before 
him. The huge, golden cat, the king of the jungle, was still alive, although clearly not for long. Its hindquaters 
were ruined, trampled into a pulpy mess of bone and sinew. It gave a low cry, the sound almost mimicking that 
of a maimed housecat, before collapsing next to its decimated foe. Slowly, the beast died, whining the last 


sorrowful mew of a slaughtered king. Side by side they lay, in their field of red, the Lion and the Unicorn 


Tobi watched them for a few moments, safe from reality and harm in the boughs of his tree. He stayed 
silent, partially out of respect for the desperate scene of death below him, but also to catch the steady, 
rasping breath behind him. 


"I know you're there," he whispered, wiry arms coiling around his own stomach, holding tight to what was real 
and could be felt. The moon caught the Jabberwock's teeth and gave life to his smile, illuminating it as thought 
the teeth were blades of bloody grass. 


"A tragic end to a poignant tale.." the monster hissed, tongue flicking out to catch a drop of something from a 


wickedly glinting incisor. "But a necessary one, nonetheless...” 


Tobi turned, ashamed that his breath caught in his throat once again He had reconciled with himself the fact 
that the creature, the Jabberwocky, was certainly his ally in this land of morbid wonder, or at the very least 
someone who meant him no true harm. But that, by no means, stopped him from being a horrific sight to 


behold. 


There was something more to him now, however, as the fading moon and dimming stars gave light to his 
tattered clothes. His eyes, as red as the fresh carcasses below, seemed fuller, rounder. His hair was thick, 
longer now and full of snaking, winding curls that writhed black in the night. He seemed sated, pleased, and the 
thought chilled Tobi to the bone. 


"Did they do that..to each other? They fought until they died?" he swallowed the lump in his throat that 
threatened to rob him of his words, proud that he still looked the Jabberwocky in the eye. The creature 


nodded, nostrils flaring against the cool breeze that brought to him the scent of carrion. 
"Yes." 
"And you knew it was going to happen?" 


Another nod, although this one was delayed by a slight, unexpected grimace. Jabberwocky lifted his hand and 
from his fingers swing a gold chain, and small crown set with red rubies glinting between the two of them. "It 
was a price they had to pay. Greater beasts than the lords Lion and Unicorn have given their lives to have 
chaotic order restored to Wonderland." 


Tobi prided himself on being somewhat in control of his temper. He had his temperamental, foot stomping 
moments, but he bore neither Felix's anger nor Jens's quiet brew of rage. There was, however, like so many 
things in life, only so much he could take. 


Fueled by confusion and hate, knowing there was no way to understand the sacrifice the two noble beasts had 
made, he launched himself at the Jabberwocky. His fists, nothing more than tiny balls of jagged knuckles, 
pounded at patchwork flesh and rotting velvet and his fingers hooked on lace button holes, tore and shredded 
to no avail. The Jabberwocky seemed immune to his touch, taking each punch, each blow, but showing no 
reaction other than great amusement. His hissing, rasping laugh filled the meadow and he let Tobi take his fill 
of revenge, before taking thin wrists in clawed hands, stilling him. 


"There. Do you feel you have appropriately avenged them?" he asked, mocking with a flick of his forked tongue. 


Tobi glared daggers, as only a minute frontman could. 


"Listen to me very carefully, my wound up little music box. You will never, can never understand the sacrifice 
made by the creatures who live in this land. Those of us who had no choice, who had our ordered madness 
stripped away by force or neglect are nothing more than casualties of war. They will be remembered, 
immortalized, and mourned. But the beasts who clung to their purpose, Master Lion and Master Unicorn, will 


be adored for centuries for what they gave." 


He dangled the little crown again, swinging it across Tobi's field of view as if he meant to hypnotize him. 


"This, Tobi, will ensure the safety and sanity of your merry troupe of minstrels. Surely, when considering your 


own life, the lives of others can be freely given?" 


Tobi's gaze remained as hard as the rubies before him, but the twitch of his mouth gave him away. 
Jabberwock laughed, leaned in close, and whispered against Tobi's ear, twin sets of teeth clicking with each 


word. 


‘Of course they can. So in the end, Tobi-music box, you're really no better than me." 
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Even in a world as corrupt and rotting as the Jabberwocky's Wonderland, the moon eventually sunk to the 
horizon, swallowed by the burning greed of a new sun. Light flooded the land, shining on each horror and 


abomination as it shone on each new leaf, each fresh blade of grass - without discrimination. 


There was only one place the sun couldn't reach, a small clearing that somehow remained swathed in shadow, a 
clearing that housed a broad, deep nest of some sort or another. Asleep, nestled safely together as safely as 
they could be, were curled two guitarists. Between them lay a secret, and because of it, the taller man slept 


fitfully indeed. 


Jens woke first, squinting at the sunlight that refused to shine directly on the pair. He glanced down at Dirk 
and experienced the first painful twinge of the day, taking in the full extent of his friend's state. 


Dirk was as he had found him the previous night, near-catatonic in his stillness, swaddled in soft, gouzy white 
linen. Whoever had left him here had taken great care with his comfort, dressing wounds and scratches, the 
origin of which Jens didn't dare to imagine. He had seen enough in this horrific land that, although he still 
firmly refused to believe any of it, he knew better than to think too much about anything. 


"A song...” 
A soft murmur broke his thoughts and tore him away from the sunrise, glancing down at Dirk with surprise. 
Dirk's eyes were open, still glassy and distant, but open nonetheless. His hair was strewn across his face, 


something that Jens took great care to remedy. 


"Tell me a song." The words came again, and Jens frowned as he tried to make sense of them. Dirk stared into 


the distance, still, breathing shallow, but it was clear that he was talking for Jens to hear. 


| don't know what you're talking about, Dirk." he replied,soft and slightly sad. Dirk, so quick witted and kind, 
always the first to laugh at himself, had been reduced to a wind up, talking doll. A mockery of a man. 


"Sing me a story." Again, the words fell from his split lip like chips of ice, barely lingering in the warm air 
before evaporating. Jens moved to reply, to tell him that he didn't know any stories, but for all reasoning he 
may as well have been talking to a corpse. With a sigh, he nodded, and lay against the smooth-rubbed 
branches of the nest with his friend in his arms. 


"I never told any of you what happened in Amsterdam," he began, waiting for any hint of interest. He knew 
what a hot topic this had been between members of the band, debated with heat between Felix and Eggi, 
although to Jens's knowledge, no one had yet found the source of friction between Jens and Tobi. Dirk made no 


sound, but his eyes lolled in his head, eventually swiveling in the general direction of Jens. It was good enough. 


It was the last night," Jens continued, clearing his throat and settling in somewhat. "Just before we headed 
out. Felix had some redhead in his lap, and you and Eggi were in the middle of discussing proper ice levels in 


whiskey, if | remember correctly." 


He broke his tale for a moment to smile, hating the bitterness that accompanied the memory, but doing so in 
silence. This was a story for Dirk, and there was no telling what weighted on his mind without Jens adding his 
own frustration to that. 


"Tobi disappeared a few hours before | went to bed, trailing some dumb blonde..you know the type. Tall enough 
to make him giggle, round enough to grab, and stupid enough to make him feel like a god." He paused again, 
afraid that if he were to roll his eyes any harder, he'd do himself an injury. "| went upstairs later, and the 


door to my room was unlocked" 


"| opened it slowly.there was no telling who could be in there, right? Some crazed woman, some crazed man, or 


some sort of late-night housekeeping. Imagine my surprise when | saw Tobi, asleep in my bed" 


Again he paused, stopping to clear his throat and fiddle needlessly with his hair. He forced himself forward 
with the tale, reliving the brutal, embarrassing memory in an attempt to almost make it his own, to keep his 


mind safe from the twisted world around him. 


"| guess it's no secret that | want him. You're all fairly on to it, a blind man could see how | look at him. Eggi 
pities me, | know, but | can't help it. So when | saw him there..all blonde curls and strong arms, asleep in my 


bed, | assumed he was there for me. | slipped out of my clothes and into the bed, leaned over him as he slept" 


"He didn't wake up..you know how he is, bombs going off wouldn't stir him. So | crouched down.down between 
his legs. He was asleep on his back, he was naked, Dirk, and |..| thought | could surprise him, like he surprised 


me. 


Jens fell silent once more, although this pause was due only to the lump that tightened his throat. He coughed, 


forced it away, stoic even in his greatest shame. 


| was about to.just about to. He was so fucking beautiful, just lying there, unaware, | thought | could wake him 


up in the best way | could imagine. | was centimeters away, when the bathroom door opened, and the bimbo 


walked out." 


Silence fell over the clearing. Birds and beasts, twittering and chirruping in the leaves ceased their movements 
to hear the next part of Jens's sad tale, a small robin even lighting on the edge of the nest to quirk its head. 


"She didn't see me. | don't know what she was on, or how drunk she was, but she stumbled straight from the 
bathroom to the hall, and | never saw her again. The door closed, and | was buttoning my pants when Tobi 
woke up. He looked at me.he fucking looked at me, in the eyes, Dirk, and grinned. Apparently he'd lost his key, 
and | had left my door unlocked, so he decided to help himself to my bed" 


"I should have punched him," he laughed softly, what should have been a light, whimsical sound twisted by 
bitter shame. "But do you know what | did? | fucking let him get away with it. He smiled, and rubbed his eyes, 
and held out his arms to me. should have walked away. No, | should have thrown him out, but | gave in. Again 


| climbed into the bed with him, told him he was an idiot, and let him sleep against me." 


The end of his tale fell into a silence laced with regret, broken by a soft cry of surprise from Jens as he 
looked down. Dirk was looking at him, eyes clear, one arm pulled from the white fabric and reaching for his 
face. Gently, almost childlike, he stroked Jens's jaw in a small, comforting gesture. Within seconds, tears pricked 
at Jens's eyes, and moved to speak before Dirk cut him off. 


"A very merry unbirthday to you." he whispered, fingers shaking against the side of his bandmate's face. Jens 
could have screamed, cried, yelled in frustration, but instead he kicked out with one foot. 


And struck something hard. 


The little robin, so intrigued by the tragic tale, fluttered off as the heel of Jens's boot made contact with 
something that sounded like glass. The almost clanging thud of rubber against the hard surface certainly leant 
itself to the glass theory, and he was running out of excuses not to look So instead, he reached, fumbling 
around in the rough twigs until his fingers closed around what had to be the neck of a long, thin bottle. 


Jens frowned. If his infallible common sense was to take control, he'd put it back where he found it and run 
far, far away from any other mysteriously appearing bottles. Of course, this was turning out to be the kind of 
place where sanity and common sense were left at the door. So he held the bottle to the sun, sloshed the 


milky green liquid inside, and read the label tied to the cork. 
Drink Me. 


"Seems straightforward enough." he muttered, glancing down at Dirk, who was eyeing the bottle with a sort of 
dazed suspicion. The little robin who had listened so intently to his sad tale returned to his twig, cocking his 
head and chirping loudly. 


"You think so, huh?" He looked to the robin, uncorking the bottle and lifting it to his nose. It smelled.. 


„it smelled wonderful 


Each and every horror he had come across since leaving the bus, the flower garden, the man in the forest, 
Dirk.every single one melted away with the tiniest hint of scent from the long-necked bottle. It smelled, to 
Jens, of everything safe and warm he could remember, from a hot mince pie on a cold day, to the lingering 
scent of Tobi's shampoo in the one moment when he finally thought he had him. He lifted the bottle to his lips, 
tilting his head back and closing his eyes with delight, before the strange little robin started shrieking. 


Dirk lunged for the bottle, moving so swiftly, so suddenly, that Jens dropped it to the bottom of the nest in 
shock. Just moments ago, Dirk had been an empty shell of a man, and now he was wrestling for the bottle, 


catching it just before the contents poured across the dry twigs. 


"Heal me! Heal me! He screamed, clutching at the label, tearing it from the bottle. The slender neck was 
pressed to his lips within seconds, and as Jens watched in horror his eyes grew steadily white as the liquid 
disappeared into his throat. 


The bottle, so inviting and delicious, fell empty to the forest floor. 


Dirk collapsed. His eyes, as white as eggshells, rolled back into his head and with a weak, guttural moan his 


shoulders slumped, sending him into a twitching, whimpering state of unconsciousness. All Jens could do was 


watch, hands shaking and clutching at the sides of the nest. 


Everything happened within a matter of minutes, from the appearance of the bottle, to Dirk's bizarre reaction 
Now, as Jens watched, the next stage took hold with the opening of Dirk's eyes. 


Dirk's eyes. Not while, inhuman things. Not soulless, foggy, empty shells of trauma and pain. He blinked, once, 
twice, before sitting up and frowning at the cloth wrapped around his slender body, glancing up at Jens. He 


cleared his throat, and his voice crackled with disuse. 


"Why am | wrapped up?" 
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When the sun eventually filtered through the trees that surrounded the painted cottage, Felix was already 
rubbing the back of his hand across his eyes. He groaned, stretching his arms out either side, tilting his head 
to glance down at Eggi. Copper hair hid his face from view, but he was in the exact same position he had fallen 
asleep in - curled up against Felix with his head tucked in the crook of his arm. For a moment, Felix wondered 
if this was what people were talking about when they said that today, my friend, is the first day of the rest 
of your life. 


He shook the thought from his head before it had the chance to put down roots. If this was, in fact, the first 
day of the rest of his life, then the rest of his life was founded on a very bad idea 


"Wake up.." he mumbled, carding his fingers through Eggi's hair in an almost ridiculously platonic gesture, 
nudging him in the ribs until he stirred 


"Mno" Eggi grunted, his words blending into a disgruntled moan. "Quite happy inside my own head, thank you.." 


Felix snorted, slipping out from under him and stretching again, hissing as his back cracked. Sleeping against a 
tree on the floor of the Forest Of Insanity probably wasn't a recommended chiropractic practice. He cast his 


eyes down at Eggi again, frowning and sweeping his hair back from his face. 


"You need to clean those cuts up," he said, gesturing at the rough little slices that littered Eggi's chest and 
shoulders like freckles. Most of them had stopped bleeding before they'd fallen asleep, but a few were stil 
fresh and red. Eggi brushed his forearm across his face, groaned and climbed to his feet, reaching out and 
resting his hands on Felix's hips. He pulled him in for an embrace, before Felix slipped from his grip and twisted 


away. 


Eggi frowned, but made nothing of it, searching among the pile of satchels for his shirt. So Felix wasn't a 
morning person - that was fine. Felix wasn't really an anything person. Just as long as he was an Eggi person, 


there was nothing wrong with that. 


| saw a hill, back a few yard. It was off in the distance, but we can make it by noon," Felix grunted, shouldering 
his satchel and rubbing his hand over his face, still trying to wake up. His stomach growled, snarling for food. 
Perhaps they could find something to forage along the way. 


"A hill?" Eggi raised an eyebrow, finally locating his shirt and giving a little yelp, shaking a bug from the hem. 
"What's with the sudden hill lust?" 


"Funny," Felix glared, picking up Eggi's satchel and handing it to him. It was stuffed to the brim with jumpers 
and trinkets, a whole hotel room stuffed in a bag. "High ground, smart-arse. If the others aren't already there, 
or close, we'll be able to see them much easier. Understand?" 


Eggi shrugged his reply, nodded and took the bag. 


"Okay. The hill it is." He smiled, soft and just a little shy, the sun glinting off his nose ring. His hand rested on 


Felix's hip again, a segue into standing closer, leaning in for a gentle kiss on the cheek. Felix stiffened. 


"What?" Eggi frowned, taking a band from his wrist and tying his red hair back in a long ponytail. "Whats wrong 


with you? You sleep on a branch, or something? You're all bent out of shape...” 


Felix scowled, hunching his shoulders and shouldering his bag again, turning to the woods and pretending to be 
thoroughly invested in some sort of terribly technical direction-finding that involved licking a finger and holding 


it to the wind. 


"Felix!" Eggi snapped, grabbing him by the shoulder and spinning him where he stood. "I asked you a question! 
What the hell is wrong with you?" 


"l." he started, glanced from the ground, to Eggi, to the Forest and back again. Not one place he looked seemed 


to hold an answer or excuse for him. "l.l think we made a mistake." 

"What, chasing the idiots into the forest?" 

"No, Egg. Us. Last night. | think it was a mistake." 

"Oh" Eggi's hands dropped to his sides, but his eyes stayed fixed on Felix. Disappointment flooded him like a 
burst dam, seeping in to every corner, every nook in his body, and for a moment the true disappointment hit 
- he should have expected this. 

"Oh..." He repeated, giving a slow, absent nod before asking a rather pointless question. "Uh..why?" 


Again, Felix shrugged, his default action when making a fool out of himself. 


"You know..bandmates, and all. Plus, all of this bloody madness. mean, it's just not a good idea, is it? We don't 
need to complicate things further when we're already missing three people..." 


The silence stretched between them like years without sound, painful and nearly unbearable, awkward to the 
point of a physical ache in Eggi's chest. But he let it hang, waiting, hoping that Felix would realize how stupid he 
was being. 


The moment never came. 


"Egg..say something." Felix nudged him a little, twisting his hands in the strap of his bag. Eggi met his gaze 
after slight hesitation, but the look in his eyes was hardened by embarrassment and anger. 


"You're a fucking coward, Felix. Just a fucking coward. Find your own way out of this forest” 

He pushed past, shoved Felix aside with surprising strength and ferocity, hefting his bag and crunching the 
dead leaves beneath his feet. Felix let him go, made no attempt to stop him as he stalked past, rooted to the 
spot by his own fear and idiocy. 

He stayed silent after Eggi left, watching him disappear in the direction of the cottage. Fine. Whatever. Eggi 
could make his own way back, and spend the rest of the day sulking by the bus. Good luck to him. Felix scowled 
and turned back to the tree they had slept against, looking around for anything he might leave behind. 


He paused. 


A double-take. 


There was something..stuck in the tree. Something red and white, swirled like a peppermint. With a concentrated 
frown, he carefully took it by the edge and pulled it free. The rectangular piece of paper slid from the bark 
like a card from an envelope, and Felix recognized it immediately. It was a playing card, from the deck Tobi had 
given Eggi back out on the road. The Jack of Hearts to be specific, but it was a grotesque thing. A thin, gaunt 
man stared out at him with a wicked smile carved into a mask that covered his face. The corner of the card 
was tipped with blood. Eggi's blood, presumably from one of the numerous cuts. As soon as the thought 
crossed through Felix's mind, he froze. 


The painting in the house. The card in Tobits hand. The cuts on the painting of Eggi. 
Felix spun on his heel, facing the patch of trees where Eggi had disappeared. All of the eyes that had let them 


sleep in peace, the eerie feeling of being watched by far too many horrors to count.it came crashing down on 


Felix and he gagged, propping himself against the tree. The eyes were back, and they were watching one person 


He had to find Eggi. 
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"So you don't remember anything?" 
Dirk shook his head, and Jens frowned. They'd been at the guessing game for almost an hour, walking in circles 
around the nest-crowned tree stump. A thin patch had been worn in the leaves where they trod, footprints 


that had faded into scuff marks, which in turn had become a long, sweeping line in the undergrowth. 


"Not a thing. But | feel..almost like | should. Like it's there, you know? It's like there's a lockbox stuck in the 
middle of my brain, and I've just resigned myself to thinking around it" 


Jens clenched his teeth. Try as he might, there was no forgetting his own odd encounter. the craven, clawing 
creature in the forest had chilled him to the bone, and whatever had happened to Dirk.he could hardly blame 


him from keeping the memories under lock and key. 


“There are..some things. Small thing," Dirk added, clearing his throat with no little amount of awkwardness. "| 


remember certain.smells. Blueberry muffins, and raspberry jam. Black tea" 


A shudder wound around Jens's spine and he stiffened slightly, waiting for the icy feeling to melt before Dirk 
continued. He nodded. 


"| remember you told me a story.” 


The ice returned in the form of a huge iceberg, descending upon Jens as if he were a doomed ocean liner. He 


swallowed, coughing to clear the embarrassment pressing down on his chest. 

"Oh. You remember..remember that, do you?" 

Dirk snorted at him, a small, apologetic smile on his face. 

"Bits and pieces. The good, juicy parts," he paused, shrugging and pulling his hair back from around his neck. 
Even since he'd woken, the feeling of the soft, light strands touching his skin had been harrowing, at the very 


least. Although he couldn't quite put his finger on why it felt that way, a trim was definitely in the future. 


"But don't worry. Your secrets safe with me." 


Jens relaxed within seconds, visibly slumping with relief. It had been hard enough to open up to his unconscious 


friend.how would he face the others, if they ever knew? How would he deal with Tobi? 
| owe you one," he winked, rounding the stump once more with Dirk by his side. "Name it” 
Dirk stopped, reaching out and halting Jens by the crook of his elbow. 


"Keep my secret, then. All of this. Everything that happened to me..you don't know, | don't know, and | don't 


want the others to. As far as I'm concerned, it never..never happened..." 


Jens watched his friend for a small moment, thoughts leaping about and fighting for room in his head like 
salmon swimming upstream. He tilted it to the side, trying to sort out the mess, before nodding. If Dirk ever 
remembered what ever it was that he suffered at the hands of his own beast, he would have to deal with 


those memories. Jens could understand wanting to spare the others from that. 
"Deal. It never happened. As much as we all know, none of this is real, anyway." 


"Mmm," Nodding, Dirk rubbed his arms against the chilly morning wind. He halted in their circular march, 
turning back to the stump. "It's getting cold out here, and | think I'm awake enough to move on..you want to 
try find the others?" 


"That's the best idea I've heard all morning," Jens agreed with a grin, reaching out to grip the nearest spiny 


branch of the stump. 


He motioned for Dirk to stay on the ground as he retrieved their gear, wrapping up the cleaner sheets of 
muslin and stuffing them into his rucksack The tiny bottle was gone, scattered into the woods like so many 


conceptions of sanity and normalcy, but in its place was something just as odd. 


A tiny bundle, wrapped in the same cheesecloth in which Dirk had been so tightly bound. A blue and white 
ribbon held it together, yet gave easily when Jens gave the smallest of tugs. The cloth fell apart, and sitting in 
the palm of his hands was a tiny pile of cookies. Golden and perfectly round, dotted with fat, rich chocolate 
chips. Nestled in the middle was a small card tag, written in the same script as the mysterious bottle of 


earlier. 
Eat me.. 


Jens took one look at the cookies, delicious and perfectly crumbly. He hadn't eaten since the day before, on the 
bus, and his stomach was aching, craving just one mouthful of buttery, sweet biscuit. He held them in his 


hand, tilted his head, reached for the small bundle.. 


.and bound it tight, shoving it deep into the bottom of his rucksack. He covered it with his cloth and fastened 
the bag, scowling to himself. 


"Not fucking likely.." he muttered, turning to climb out of the nest and rejoining Dirk on the ground. 


eR 


Eggi stalked through the woods, hands clenched tightly at his sides. He was fuming, so much so that if he'd 


passed by a reflecting pond, he would have expected to see steam rising from his head. 


How could Felix have said that? Any of it? It was ridiculous, absurd, all of it, Eggi knew..but it still hurt. He'd 
give anything to understand Felix's pathological need to protect himself and make excuses for his actions. 


Everything he did, he needed to reason. Every mistake he made, he backtracked like he was born to do it. 


Every single time he got close enough to open himself up, he closed like a bear trap, slamming shut without a 


thought to who he hurt. 


"That fucking liar.." he muttered, crushing leaves and twigs beneath his feet. His jeans were slightly askew, his 
t-shirt ripped and stained with cuts from the tree. All were reminders of Felix's hands, his nails and his lips. He 
could feel his touch as vividly as he could feel him still inside, filling, stretching and aching. 


Eggi had never had something feel so right. And now..nothing. 


Irritated, he took the deck of cards from his pocket and started to shuffle them as he walked, sliding them 
over his fingers and ranting to himself. The cards moved faster, shuffled as a blur between the fingers of one 
hand. His knuckles cracked and popped as he walked, moving over logs and fallen branches as if he, Eggi, were 


becoming a part of the forest. 


It was only after a good ten minutes of walking that Eggi realized he should have passed the cottage by now. 
Where the tiny brick and clay house had stood was nothing but trees, dozens and dozens of trees, bowing and 
groaning in the wind. Eggi swore softly to himself, glancing back over his shoulder to trace his path back 
towards Felix. He could walk back, ignore him, and take another path. 


But like the cottage, any path that Eggi should have left had disappeared. 


He stopped walking, rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand and glanced at his surroundings. Every tree 
looked the same. Not just the same species, size and shape..it was the same tree. Over and over. It was like 
standing in a hall of mirrors. There was no way to tell which was was which, where he was standing.ggi was 


even starting to doubt that he was there at all. 


What if none of it was real? What if the way Felix's hand had felt against the small of his back was just a 


fevered dream? What if.. 
Something moved. Just to his left. A flicker in the trees, something new to break the mirrors. 
There, again. Two now, moving in tandem between the trees. Whatever was moving, they were too far away 


for Eggi to discern between friend and foe. He tensed, crouching down against the leaves and slipping the cards 


back into his pocket. 


As soon as his knees hit the ground, the figures moved closer. They flitted between the trees, moving in and 
out of Eggi's vision before he had the chance to get a good look. There were definitely two of them, one taller 
than the other. 


Tall and short. Both slim, but broad at the shoulders. Dark hair on the taller, long and brown on the shorter. 
And a very high, very recognizable forehead. 


Eggi's stomach dropped, and he shot to his feet. It had to be! It had to! 


"Dirk! Hey..hey, Jens!" 


eR 


Tobi watched the Jabberwock as they walked from the clearing into the woods. His eyes were fixed on the gold 
chain around the grotesque man's neck, but soon enough they began to flick back and forth over the 


creature's other features. 


"Did you take your bandage off?" he asked brightly, an absurd amount of spring to his step. He walked a few 


paces behind his protector. Jabberwock raised a dark, thin eyebrow and smirked, glancing over his shoulder. 


"What makes you ask that, my little spun-gold ornament? Are you so curious now that you understand my 


role in your life?" 


Tobi snorted, folding his arms over his chest before realizing how likely he was to lose his balance as they 
crossed over twisting, tangled vines. He held his arms out at his sides instead, humming for a few moments 
before replying. 


Its not that. | mean.|'m not just trying to be nice to you, so you'll keep me safe. It's just that, what you said 


to me this morning..it made sense. So why should this be any more awkward than it needs to be?" 


Jabberwock laughed, straightening his mildewed, moth eaten jacket. His teeth shone in the morning light, 
highlighting the flecks of blood and flesh stuck between rows of razor, interlocking teeth. 


"A very positive attitude, my somewhat temporary pet. Alright..Your questions will be answered. Yes, my 


bandages came off last night. Why do you ask?" 


"Well." Tobi took a few quick steps, almost hopping and skipping to keep up with the Jabberwocky's long, loping 
stride. "There's fresh blood. Around the back And | think its yours." 


Jabberwock slowed, stopping and crouching beside a fallen tree. He tilted his head forward, running long, grey 
and brown skinned fingers over the back of his neck, gently prodding the swaddled bandages. He ran his red 
eyes over the blood that coated his fingertips, licking them delicately with his long, dark tongue. 


"A keen observation, petling, but a hazard of my chosen skin. So sewn together, rough-hewn as | am, the 


stitches tend to tear." 


Tobi nodded, somewhat confused by the twisting words of the Jabberwocky, but happy to nod and crouch 
beside him nonetheless. The Jabberwocky continued his tale, wetting his tin, pale lips and clicking his teeth. 


"When | hunt, sweet puppy, you understand, and | need to hunt to keep the blood in my veins, |.undergo some 


changes. | become a little more..efficient, you understand?" 


'|.think so. Spare me the details.but | think | know what you mean. Like you have a hunting suit, and a normal 


suit. Right?" 


Again he laughed, hissing and gasping at one end, growling and clicking at the other. The Jabberwocky's laugh 


was an amalgamation of every edge of his personality, every side of his existence. 


"Close enough, sweet boy. Close enough. But you hit on something, describing this shell | wear as a mask, a 
costume. Weak and fallible, yes. Attractive..yes, but it contains a great power. What | really am, you see. What 


my Queen, my lady, made me for.” 


Tobi twisted around a little, making himself comfortable on the fallen tree as he looked up at Jabberwock. The 
mesmerizing edge of his voice had become more apparent through the previous night, and Tobi had begun to 
find it much easier to believe anything he said. He was starting to follow Jabberwock like, as he had said, a 
sweet puppy. 


"Will you show me it, one day?" he asked, finally finding his voice and swallowing the lump that started to form. 
He wanted to trust this stitched together creature, and it was starting to become painfully clear that The 
Jabberwocky may be the only way to get out of this alive, with or without the others. 


Another rattling, gasping laugh, echoing off the trees around them like wind circling an empty drain 


"Perhaps sooner than that," he whispered, smiling in the face of Tobi's confusion His smile, no matter how 
comfortable Tobi became, was still a wicked abomination of teeth and cold, rotting flesh, set in the middle of a 
pallid, twisting face. 


"You see, my fragile song bird, we're marching towards a war. Do you understand that? Every step we take is 
another echoing rat-a-tat on a drum. Every breath we take grabs the next by the wrist, pulling it along so we 


may never have it suddenly taken" 


The Jabberowocky turned, his dull red eyes flickering to life like glowing embers, desperate to avoid the douse 
of cool water. Tobi sat transfixed, his lips parting ever so slightly as the hypnotic clicking of the Jabberwocky's 


teeth began in earnest: 


"We must fight insanity itself, Tobias! The madness that gave this land blood, that polished the surface until 
its true soul shone has become our bane! You've seen it yourself, your friends are seeing it, and you, my 
sweet music note, will become a part of this if we don't fight!" 


His voice rose throughout the forest, casting a shroud of silence over the birds and the trees. The wind fell to 
the ground, laying deathly still lest it further fuel the Jabberwocky's furor. Tobi shivered, pulling his jacket 


closer around his body, despite the calm air. 


"I know you'll fight with me, Tobi," hissed Jabberwock, leaning forward and reaching out, his long-fingered hand 
sliding up over Tobi's knee. His head twitched to the side, wrenching the freshly stitched wound around his 
neck. 


"I know you'll win me back my love, my land. My home." 


Tobi nodded after a moment's hesitation, having found himself transfixed by the Jabberwock's red gaze. His 
eyes dropped, widening as they set on the bandage wound about his throat. It was slowly reddening, as if the 
blood was forcing itself from the wound. 


"Your neck." he whispered, his voice wavering. The creature glanced down, growling with frustration and 


plucking at the bandage, awkwardly pulling at the knot. It was caked with blood, slippery and tight, unyielding. 


Tobi stood, reaching for the Jabberwock's hand and tugging gently at his wrist, avoiding his glowing, surprised 
eyes. He shrugged, staying quiet and kneeling against the curve of the log as he plucked at the knot, slowly 
untangling the ancient, mildewed fabric. 


It came away in his hands after a few moments of struggling, revealing beneath a mess of flesh, torn and 
rotting. It looked as though the wound had been buried and left to fester, growing so vile and repugnant that 
not even the lowest maggot would stop to dine. More curiously, though, it seemed to go right through the 


flesh and bore, slicing through sinew and windpipe, severing the esophagus and spinal cord. The arteries and 


blood vessels, muscles and nerves were long dead, blackened and limped with disuse. 


Tobi didn't look away. He knew that, unlike staring into the eyes of the Jabberwocky, he could have turned his 
head if he so desired. He could have pulled back and vomited, gagging and whimpering against the sight before 
him. But he persevered, driven to clean and wipe the blood away from his rescuer, his guide in madness. 


Jabberwock had, in his own way, taught Tobi more than he ever could have learned in just one day. 


"This is very kind of you." Jabberwock smiled, his voice vibrating against Tobi's fingers as he spoke. 
"Unnecessarily so. But appreciated. Warm fingers are such a rarity these days.” 


Tobi flushed, laughing nervously and plucking away dangling threads of rotted flesh. Blood trickled down his 
wrists, dripping onto the forest floor, and he frowned. 


"| don't know where it's coming from..! mean, your heart doesn't beat, does it?" 
The Jabberwocky laughed softly, watching intently as tiny dark droplets of blood speckled Tobi's chin 


"No, my lithe little violin, it doesn't. That blood is not mine. It seeps from the wounds of Wonderland herself. 


Dramatic, no?" 


It was Tobi's turn to laugh, blushing deeply and wiping away the rest of the slowly clotting blood, swabbing it 
with the rotting neckerchief. He frowned for a moment, crouching before the Jabberwocky and tearing at the 
hem of his frayed jacket, pulling away a makeshift bandage. He wound it twice around the Jabberwocky's neck, 
tying it at the front, proud of his handiwork. 


"That looks much better. Not nearly as..crusty." 
Jabberwock laughed loudly, eyeing Tobi with a bemused expression. The voices and songs of his companions long 


lost hummed in the back of his head, delighted by how quickly Tobi was coming around, how freely his trust 


was beginning to flow. 

"Thank you, sweetling. What a kind soul you possess. Make sure you keep a tight hold on it as we reach our 
destination." 

Tobi stood, dusting off his jeans and shouldering his bag, waiting for his gangling guide to fully straighten 


"About that," he frowned, adjusting the strap over his shoulder, barely noticing the wind and bird resuming 


their rustle and twitter. "Exactly where are we going?" 


The Jabberwock smiled slowly, broad enough for both sets of teeth to shine in the morning light. He swept an 
arm to the left, directing Tobi's attention towards a huge green field, hedged and manicured, with shining red 


roofs in the distance. It certainly hadn't been there before. 


"Sweet Tobias," he purred, reaching down and taking his hand. "We're already here." 
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